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ABSTRACT
This study investigated the perspective of tenured and tenure-track instructors at
public four-year colleges and universities involved in online course design. Using a
classic grounded theory approach, 21 tenured and tenure-track instructors who had
designed online courses for public four-year colleges and universities were interviewed
about their experience. A pilot study was performed on this subject earlier that tentatively
suggested instructors rarely use formal instructional design principles, yet their design
tasks show a striking similarity to those formalized in the ADDIE model. In this study,
the findings of the pilot study were expanded. Additional data helped develop a theory of
adaptation and acceptance in online course design. This theory posits that instructors
adapt to the online environment by incorporating what they are familiar with from faceto-face instruction. This process of incorporation is referred to here as adaptation. In
addition, there is a desire for what is here designated as acceptance of their online
courses: from their students, colleagues, and administrators. In response to these basic
social processes, instructors develop strategies to compensate online for elements that
they are accustomed to in traditional face-to-face courses (e.g., eye contact). This study
provided an opportunity to understand the reason for the process of online course design
from the online instructor’s viewpoint, rather than simply focusing on the process of
course design itself, and serves as a basis for generating hypotheses for further research.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
As to methods, there may be a million and then some, but principles are few. The
man who grasps principles can successfully select his own methods. The man who
tries methods, ignoring principles, is sure to have trouble. (Emerson, 1912)

We still misunderstand online course design. Yet, its importance in education
continues to expand as online education grows. The explosive growth of online education
has been well documented: The number of online courses nearly tripled between 1995
and 2003 (Beck, 2010). An online course, for the purpose of this manuscript, is defined
as a “series of lessons delivered to a web browser or mobile device, to be conveniently
accessed anytime, anyplace” (Institute for Dynamic Educational Advancement, 2016).
Online course design is defined as putting content into an online context (Gormley,
2014), and developing activities and assessments through learning strategies. However,
techniques vary widely. The purpose of this study is to provide insight into the
perceptions tenured and tenure-track public four-year college and university instructors,
who have designed online courses, have of this process.
The number of students taking at least one course online has grown from 1.6
million students in 2002, when the Sloan Consortium first started tracking online
education, to 5.8 million students in 2014 (Allen & Seaman, 2016). During Fall 2014,
26.5% of all public university students reported taking at least one course online (Allen &

2
Seaman, 2016). Research indicates online courses are offered at 90% of public two-year
institutions and 89% of public four-year institutions (Schrum, Burbank, Engle, Chambers,
& Glassett, 2005). Public four-year colleges and universities are post-secondary degreegranting institutions that are predominantly funded by public means, and offer programs
at the bachelor’s or higher degree level (Contreras, 2009; National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). Online course offerings represent the fastest growing sector of higher
education, accounting for three-quarters of all enrollment increases (Haynie, 2015;
Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2010). And, online education is likely to
continue to grow: Online education offers convenience and flexibility, which is appealing
to students and instructors (Parsad & Lewis, 2008). Institutions view online education as
a way to reach more students in a cost effective manner (Garbett, 2011; Taft, Perkowski,
& Martin, 2011).
In order to fuel this increasing demand for online courses, more instructors have
been recruited to design courses (Baran, Correia, & Thompson, 2011; Brigance, 2011;
Cochran, 2015; Kidder, 2015). Instructors have unique skills that provide value to
institutions and students for creating online courses. They are content experts, attuned to
learners, and already a part of the institution. Academic freedom is preserved when
instructors design their own courses (McGahan, Jackson, & Premer, 2015), and
instructors are accustomed to having autonomy in their courses. As a result, institutions
often recruit instructors to design online courses. A national survey of 10,700 college and
university faculty instructors found that “over 80 percent of faculty involved in online
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teaching and/or development are involved in both the development and the teaching
aspects” (Seaman, 2009, p. 21).
Online education represents a transformative change in teaching, since instruction
is packaged in advance of delivery. The instructional design of a course impacts the
conditions for learning, and students’ learning experiences (Merrill, Drake, Lacy, & Pratt,
1966). Traditionally, the process of instructional design uses abstract tools (e.g., ADDIE,
Dick & Carey model, Gagné’s Nine Events of Instruction) and software tools (e.g., a
learning management system [LMS1], web tools) (Gardner, 2011). In addition,
instructional design is influenced by organizational goals, policies, and the culture of the
organization, particularly the organization’s communication and cultural norms (Gardner,
2011). Division of labor also plays a part; a single person may do the work, or
instructional design may be divided among a group of specialists within the organization.
College and universities may employ instructional designers, course development teams,
outside companies, or instructors to handle these functions. The goal is to transform
material into clear and meaningful content to help the learners make sense of the
information: Instructors must understand learners’ needs, and then determine content
delivery (Miller, 2007). Instructors often structure courses to promote dialogue, thus
reducing the perceived distance between students, content, and the instructor (Moore,

1

In writing this manuscript I use the acronym LMS to refer to learning

management systems in both the singular and plural.
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1993). Online instructors also face the challenge of mastering the LMS and keeping up
with emerging technologies (Yang & Cornelious, 2005).
Research confirms the importance of the instructional designer role for online
instructors. Baran et al. (2011) performed an extensive literature review, and then used a
constant comparison approach to determine online instructors’ key responsibilities. They
found that planning, organizing and structuring the course, all aspects of instructional
design, were often considered the most important tasks for online instructors. In a study
conducted to help inform new online teaching programs, the most important skills
identified were the ability to design instructional strategies and develop appropriate
learning resources, to implement instructional strategies and to facilitate participation and
sustain motivation among students (Bawane & Spector, 2009). The “ability to design
courses well is usually the most limiting factor” (Fink, 2003, p. 34) in teaching
effectively online. In a poorly designed course, students become disengaged and learning
suffers (Koszalka & Ganesan, 2004). Clarity of design is linked to student satisfaction
and perceived learning in online education (Swan, 2001). Course design is connected to
learning outcomes in online instruction.
Statement of Problem
Researchers have surveyed instructors on their attitudes toward online instruction
(Allen & Seaman, 2016; Seaman, 2009; Worthen, 2013), but the results fail to provide
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insight into instructors’ experiences of online course design. Faculty instructors2 from
public and private institutions were surveyed by Gallup in a study for Inside Higher Ed
about their perception of online learning (Straumsheim, Jaschik, & Lederman, 2015), but
not about online course design. In another study, faculty instructors from 107 institutions
were surveyed by the Coalition of Contingent Academic Labor to understand online
instructors’ professional concerns (Worthen, 2013), but these concerns were focused on
control of work, job security, and ownership of copyrights, not the process of course
design.
Other research highlights student perceptions and learning outcomes of online
pedagogies. Instructors and students were surveyed on their perception of the usefulness
of various components in online nutrition courses (Kihato & Bednar, 2004). Research has
also looked at design and implementation of online learning activities, such as discussion
forums (Clark, 2015; McDonald, 2009), wikis (West & West, 2009), and student
assessment (Anderson, 2004).
Good course design has an impact on the experience of students and instructors,
thus impacting learning outcomes. Barberà, Layne, and Gunawardena (2014) found prior
experience and institutional systems played a part in online course design in three
academic disciplines, but the study did not provide detailed information to understand the
role of instructors involved in course design. Alvarez, Guasch, and Espasa (2009)

2

The terms faculty instructor(s) and instructor(s) are used interchangeably in this

manuscript to denote tenured and tenure-track employees at colleges and universities.
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identified the course design process consists of “defining the procedures of instructional
design; considering the resources and the assessment in a virtual context; presenting
content/questions; translation of traditional content in online contents with interactive
activities for students; [and] creation of online interactive content” (p. 332) but the
instructors’ perception of these tasks was not included. Kang (2000) performed a case
study to investigate the process of moving traditional courses to an online format at
Northern Illinois University. Kang identified instructional strategies based on interviews
with faculty instructors, instructional designers, and administrators. However, this study
was limited to one university and instructional designers assisted with the process.
Interested in this subject, I performed a review of literature investigating instructors and
online course design for a pilot study with Yu-Hui Ching and Norm Friesen, in Spring
2016, but I did not find any information that discussed instructors’ perspectives of
designing online courses. Without this information, it is difficult to understand the
challenges and opportunities instructors believe they face when designing online courses.
For the pilot study, a grounded theory approach was used to investigate the
process college and university instructors use to design online courses. I interviewed 14
college and university instructors who had designed online courses about their experience
developing and designing online courses. The findings revealed that instructors begin the
process with objectives and/or existing course information, often utilizing information
from face-to-face courses. Next, the instructors structure the course and chunk content.
The instructors interviewed rarely use formal instructional design principles, but their
design tasks show a striking similarity to those formalized in the ADDIE model. The
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participants reported that the learning management system often reduces instructor
freedom in online course design and that feedback from students is a major motivator for
online course design after initial course delivery. Based on these results, an informal
design for online courses model was created (Baldwin, Ching, & Friesen, 2017). The
present study provided an opportunity to refine the pilot study, as a result of my increased
sensitivity to data gathering, analysis and the interpretive process. In addition, the present
study provided more information regarding the perspectives of instructors, specifically
tenured and tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges and universities involved
in online course design. The pilot study studied instructors involved in online course
design without these specifications. The focus of the research changed from the process
of online course design and delivery as understood by faculty designers and instructors to
the reasons and rationale for this design and delivery.
Research Question
The following research question was used to guide the study: What do tenured
and tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges and universities say about the
design process of online courses, and how can it be theorized? Online course design is an
important task that impacts learning and perceptions of course quality by students (Moore
& Kearsley, 2011). Course design is a complex process that, in some cases, is tasked to
professionals (e.g., faculty instructors) trained to perform other duties (e.g., instruct
students in a face-to-face classroom). This study investigated the perspective of tenured
and tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges and universities involved in
online course design.
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Grounded theory was used to generate a general explanation (i.e., a theory) based
on interview data from participants (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) who have experienced the
process of online course design development and delivery. Grounded theory looks for
concepts that arise from patterns in the interview data generated from participants
involved in the process or area of interest. Grounded theory involves systematic
procedures of collecting data through interviews, identifying categories, and connecting
these categories to create a theory that explains the process (Creswell, 2007).
The findings were shaped by the views of 21 tenured and tenure-track instructors
from public four-year colleges and universities through the use of interviews. The sample
size was determined by the richness of data collected from each interview, based on the
concept of theoretical saturation (Brown, Stevenson, Troiano, & Schneider, 2002).
Theoretical saturation was determined when the same themes and categories occurred
repeatedly in the interviews, and new interviews did not result in further elaboration of
the principal themes and categories. Tenured and tenure-track instructors were chosen
because they have steady employment with institutions and are more likely to be
involved in course design: Seaman’s (2009) national survey of higher education faculty
found “institutions place greater reliance on their core faculty (tenured/tenure-track) for
online development efforts” (p. 17). Also, tenured and tenure-track instructors are likely
to share similar commitments and opportunities (Seaman, 2009). Public institutions have
determined that online courses and programs are critical to their long-term strategy (Allen
& Seaman, 2016). This research offers a basis for generating hypotheses for investigation

9
in further research and provides information that helps to understand the design of online
courses.
Description of Chapters
The present chapter of the dissertation has introduced the study and contextualizes its
central question. In Chapter Two, literature regarding instructional design, the role of
faculty instructors, effective online practices, online student satisfaction, and quality
guidelines for online courses is reviewed. A brief introduction to grounded theory
methodology and the data collection and analysis procedure is presented in Chapter
Three. Chapter Four presents a synopsis of the information provided by participants to
highlight the findings of the study. A discussion of the results and the presentation of a
theory of adaptation and acceptance in online course design, derived from the findings,
are found in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
A literature review within grounded theory research serves to increase sensitivity
to previous research and provide insight into the area of interest. In this study, a literature
review was performed to inform readers of pertinent information and gaps in knowledge.
In an effort to understand the perspectives tenured and tenure-track instructors at public
four-year colleges and universities have of online course design, literature on the
following subjects will be discussed in the following order:
1. History and models of instructional design.
2. Information on instructional designers and course design.
3. The role of faculty instructors.
4. Effective online practices in online course design and teaching.
5. Student satisfaction in online courses.
6. Quality guidelines for online courses.
History and Models of Instructional Design
Instructional design, the system of procedures for developing instructional
programs in a consistent and effective fashion (Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2004; Gustafson &
Branch, 2002), is based on learning theories, systematic analysis, and management
methods (Smith & Ragan, 2005; Reiser, 2001a). Instructional design is often considered a
scientific discipline focused on improving the process of instruction, by “prescribing
optimal methods of instruction to bring about desired changes in student knowledge and
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skills” (Reigeluth, 2013, p. 4). Instructional design originated when psychologists and
educators developed training materials based on “research and theory on instruction,
learning, and human behavior” (Reiser, 2001b, p. 58) for the military. Gagné, Briggs, and
others researched and developed instructional materials and models for military projects.
The concepts of programmed instruction, behavioral objectives, domains of learning,
events of instruction, hierarchical analysis, and formative assessment led to instructional
design models (Reiser & Dempsey, 2012).
The field of instructional design became more complex as additional research
about effective teaching and learning was undertaken (Moskal, 2012). Bloom’s (1965)
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives provided a framework to classify learning
objectives. Gagné’s (1965) The Conditions of Learning described five learning outcomes
(verbal information, intellectual skills, psychomotor skills, attitudes, and cognitive
strategies). Gagné suggested that different internal and external conditions are necessary
for each category of learning. The field of instructional design expanded (Moskal, 2012);
by 1980, Andrews and Goodson had identified more than 40 instructional design models.
Instructional design practices were found to have “minimal impact in higher education”
(Reiser, 2001b, p. 62) until the mid-1990’s when a tipping point was reached through
greater availability of computers and faster communication (Reiser, 2001b). Advances in
technology led to increased interest in online education. The availability of more
computers, operating at a faster pace, linked to the Internet plus the world wide web
appears to have led to more instructional media. Studies on cognitive load and learning
led to greater interest in instructional design principles because they represent guidelines
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that assist in presenting information in a manner that encourages optimal learning
(Sweller, van Merriënboer, & Paas, 1998).
Instructional Design Models
This section describes six instructional models that illustrate different aspects of
instructional design:


ADDIE model (foundational model)



Gagné's nine events of instruction (systemic process model)



Dick and Carey model (systems approach model)



Johnson and Aragon framework (online course design model)



Backwards course design (contemporary design model)



Rapid prototyping (contemporary design model)

These examples represent a small sample of instructional design models.
ADDIE. ADDIE is at the core of instructional design (van Merriënboer, 1997).
ADDIE (Figure 1) is an acronym for the five key phases of course design: analysis,
design, development, implementation, and evaluation (Huguet, 2008). During the
analysis phase, goals and objectives are established, the learning environment is
reviewed, and learners’ existing knowledge and skills are identified. The course designer
develops an understanding of the gaps between the learner’s existing knowledge and
skills and the desired outcomes, identifies learner characteristics, instructional needs and
creates the goals and objectives for the course. In the design phase, systematic and
specific actions are taken to design content, plan lessons, assessment instruments, and
media selection based on the results of the earlier analyses (Gillespie, 1998). The
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instruction is conducted during the implementation phase, and in the final phase,
evaluation, the course (or lesson) is evaluated and revised by the course designer (Clark,
2015). According to instructional design principles, instructors must understand learners’
needs, then determine how to design content to meet these needs, and provide formative
and summative evaluation to confirm needs are met (Miller, 2007). Most instructors
intuitively consider these factors when creating learning (Chen, 2015), and the ADDIE
phases are found in some manner in most instructional design models and frameworks.

Figure 1.

The ADDIE instructional design model.

Gagné's nine events of instruction. Gagné (1965), an educational psychologist,
identified a series of teaching activities that he considered necessary for promoting
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learning. Gagné's nine events of instruction “remain cornerstones of instructional design
practice” (Reiser, 2001b, p. 60) and are used to structure training and learning sessions.
Gagné’s nine events provide a systematic process to use in course design.
Gagné’s nine events of instruction are:
● Gain attention
● Inform learners of objectives
● Stimulate recall of prior learning
● Present the content
● Provide learning guidance
● Elicit performance (practice)
● Provide feedback
● Assess performance
● Enhance retention and transfer to the job
These steps can be used as an outline or guideline when designing individual lessons in
courses.
Dick and Carey systems approach model for designing instruction. The Dick and
Carey model was developed for “training novices who required a methodology for
producing instruction” (Dick, 1996, p. 58). The Dick and Carey model is a process-based,
systematic method of instructional design influenced by Gagné’s (1965) nine events of
instruction (Dick, 1996). The Dick and Carey model focuses on the interaction of the
instructor, learners, materials, instructional activities, delivery system, and learning
environment to create desired learning outcomes (Dick & Carey, 1996).
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The components that were identified in the Dick and Carey systems approach
model for designing instruction (1996) are:
● Assess needs to identify goals;
● Analyze the learners and contexts;
● Conduct instructional analysis;
● Write performance objectives;
● Develop criterion-referenced test items;
● Develop instructional strategy;
● Develop and select instructional materials;
● Design and conduct formative evaluation of instruction;
● Design and conduct summative evaluation; and
● Revise instructions (this is done throughout the process).
Dick (1996) admits the model does not include procedures for implementing and
maintaining instruction, a possible limitation to its use. Also, some critics suggest the
Dick and Carey model is rigid and cumbersome and too focused on the instructor, with
the learner positioned as a consumer of product, not an active producer (Willis, 1995).
Johnson and Aragon’s instructional strategy framework for online learning. It
appears online learning has affected online design with more fluid approaches appearing
with more traditional approaches. While not as widely referenced as the other models
discussed, Johnson and Aragon’s (2003) framework has been included in this review
because it was specifically created to support online course design. Johnson and Aragon
(2003) argue that online learning demands a combination of learning theories, not a
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single preferred perspective. The following guidelines have been paraphrased based on
Johnson and Aragon’s (2003) suggestions for designing powerful learning environments:
●

Address individual differences by providing content in multiple media
formats, allowing students control over navigation, and encouraging
individual and group based activities.

●

Motivate the student by using multimedia and games when appropriate.

●

Avoid information overload by chunking content, limiting the number of
activities, and providing a graphic organizer for the course.

●

Create a real-life context through interactions in authentic settings and using
case studies.

●

Encourage social interaction through ongoing review and feedback and
required quality interaction.

●

Provide hands-on activities through project-based learning.

●

Encourage student reflections using strategies like reflective journals and
“muddiest point” activities.

The objective of this framework is to design online education that supports
educational gains through the effective use of technology.
Backwards course design. Backwards course design refers to the instructional
design process of designing a course that begins with identifying the desired results
(learning goals or standards) before choosing instructional methods or materials (Wiggins
& McTighe, 2005). Wiggins and McTighe (2005) identified the phases of the backwards
design process as follows:
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1. Identify desired results;
2. Determine acceptable evidence;
3. Plan learning experiences and instruction.
Backwards course design involves setting measureable learning goals and then
determining the activities learners must perform to achieve the goals. An assessment is
designed to provide evidence. Learning outcomes are developed to identify what the
students must think and do to succeed in the assessment. Using backwards course design
helps to ensure outcome goals are threaded throughout the course. It also helps avoid
adding content to courses that may be unneeded or extraneous.
Rapid prototyping. Another relatively new trend in instructional design is rapid
prototyping. This process involves quickly developing a prototype course or training
material, and then rapidly testing and revising the material until an acceptable version is
achieved (Gustafson & Branch, 1997).
Instructional design as formalized in the models discussed above is defined as “a
system of procedures for developing education and training curricula in a consistent and
reliable fashion” (Branch & Merrill, 2012, p. 8). It involves a “systematic and reflective
process of translating principles…. into plans for instructional materials, activities,
information resources, and evaluation” (Smith & Ragan, 2005, p. 4). Given the fact that
there are many models that can be used, Dick (1996; of the Dick and Carey model
referenced here), identifies the main problem in course design is not in choosing the
correct model to follow, but rather failing to use any systematic design framework, in the
rush to “get something up and running on the computer” (p. 59).
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Instructional Designers and Course Design
Several studies have investigated how instructional designers solve instructional
design problems. In one study, seven instructional design experts were given illstructured instructional design problems and asked to use a think-aloud procedure to
articulate their problem-solving processes (Ertmer et al., 2008). The instructional
designers used their previous knowledge and personal experience to interpret the
problem, and then used a mental model of the instructional design process to solve the
problem. The researchers discovered that it was important for the instructional designers
to be able to draw on past designing experiences. In another study, 16 experienced
instructional designers (with an average of 23 years of instructional design experience)
were interviewed during an Association of Educational Communication and Technology
(AECT) conference to determine the best way to teach instructional design (Ertmer,
York, & Gedik, 2009). The participants expressed the importance of “helping our
students understand how the ID process is modified and adapted to fit changing needs”
(Ertmer et al., 2009, p. 23). Most of the participants (n=12) indicated the importance of
determining end goals or learning outcomes as critical to successful design. In a later
study, York and Ertmer (2011) found that instructional designers often use general
guidelines and modified models to design courses, based on results of a series of surveys
sent to 50 experienced instructional designers. Knowing the learner and determining what
learners should be able to perform after instruction was found to be especially important
to instructional designers (York & Ertmer, 2011).
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Other research confirms that instructional designers adapt instructional design
models based on needs (Christensen & Osguthorpe, 2004; Kirschner, Carr, van
Merriënboer, & Sloep, 2002; Silber, 2007; Tessmer & Wedman, 1990). Kirschner et al.
(2002) noted that “while instructional models often inspire designers, their activities
typically don’t reflect the systematic, step-by-step approach as prescribed in traditional
instructional design models” (p. 91). Zierer and Seel (2012) pointed out that while the
theoretical approach to instructional design is popular in academia, this popularity does
not extend to practice. Pieters (1995) surveyed 35 educational science and technology
graduates who were working in education on their use of instructional design models.
The respondents noted that due to time constraints, the models were not strictly used; the
respondents often blurred phases and activities within their design activity. Wedman and
Tessmer’s (1993) survey of instructional design activities practiced by 73 instructional
designers indicated that practitioners often alter activities and the sequence of activities
included in instructional design models. The practitioners cited lack of time, decisions
already made, and activity considered unnecessary as reasons given for omitting design
activities (Wedman & Tessmer, 1993). Silber (2007) added that instructional designers
follow a set of heuristic principles, rather than procedural instructional design models.
Deviations from the models may be due to resource constraints or the unique problems
that need to be solved through design (Jonassen, 1997).
In a review of literature, Kenny, Zhang, Schwier, and Campbell (2005)
determined that instructional designers are aware of process-based instructional design
models but do not follow these models in a rigid fashion or spend a great deal of time
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using them. In summary, research indicates that instructional design models are used
more broadly as general guidelines, rather than as process models by instructional
designers.
Role of Faculty Instructors
Research indicates the role of faculty instructors is to teach, research, and perform
service to enhance scholarship in their discipline (Dempsey, Albion, Litchfield, Havard,
& McDonald, 2007; Moskal, 2012). The norm still remains in the face-to-face classroom,
but as the education landscape changes the responsibilities of faculty instructors have
changed. Sasse, Schwering, and Dochterman (2008) performed a value chain analysis to
investigate the relationship and relative importance between faculty teaching and
research. They determined that before the growth of technology most faculty instructors
were focused on research, and teaching was a byproduct of their research work. Sasse et
al. (2008) identified this as a “discipline based faculty focus” (p. 40). There has been a
shift, according to Sasse et al. (2008), that involves a reordering of faculty instructors’
focus to one that is centered on student learning. This is a result in part from pressures for
universities to efficiently use their resources (e.g., instructors), and in response to the
“challenge to produce and verify student learning” (Sasse et al., 2008, p. 41). As a result,
faculty instructor activity involves more time on course design, delivery, and teaching
(Sasse et al., 2008). Research indicates that many institutions of higher education rely
solely on faculty instructors for online course design (Cole & Kritzer, 2009; Sasse et al.,
2008; Shambaugh & Magliaro, 1997; Smith & Ragan, 2005). Seaman (2009) estimated
that 80% of faculty instructors who are teaching online courses at the college and
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university level have developed online courses. This added role requires faculty
instructors to be more than experts in their discipline. In response to this trend,
universities have established “teaching and learning centers” to help instructors with
technology and course design (Sasse et al., 2008).
Instructors, Time, and Online Courses
Research indicates online courses require more development and design time than
traditional courses (Betts, 2014; Cavanaugh, 2005; Mandernach, Hudson, & Wise, 2013;
Shea, 2007; Tomei, 2006; Visser, 2000; Windes & Lesht, 2014). Tomei (2006) reported
that the contact time for an instructor teaching the same course face-to-face and online
was 14% greater for the online course, despite the instructor being familiar with the
online environment. Cavanaugh (2005) suggested teaching online is one-and-a-half to
two times as much work as teaching face-to-face; an important concept to consider when
designing an online course (Ciabocchi, Ginsberg, & Picciano, 2016). Every aspect of an
online course must be carefully organized with explicit directions (Esani, 2010), then
packaged, transmitted and presented in an electronic format (Miner, 2003). Beyond the
initial course design, instructors must also spend time revising online courses, updating
course dates and the syllabus every time an online course is deployed (Cavanaugh, 2005).
Greater time is also involved in providing feedback to students. Carr-Chellman and
Duchastel (2000) noted that online instruction is “more time intensive and requires more
continuous attention in order to provide timely responses to student needs” (p. 235) than
traditional instruction.
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Compensation for the time required to develop and deliver an online course has
been highlighted in several studies (Ciabocchi et al., 2016; Green, Alejandro, & Brown,
2009). In a survey of 135 online instructors from 23 different universities tenured and
tenure-track faculty were dispirited by the workload involved with online education
(Green et al., 2009). Tenured faculty expressed lack of sufficient financial compensation
in comparison to workload, concerns about time commitment, and lack of personal
connection with the university as a discouraging factor. Tenured and tenure-track faculty
agreed that continuous training provided by the university, increased institutional support,
and fair financial compensation in comparison to workload would encourage them to
continue teaching online (Green et al., 2009). In addition, the instructors also indicated a
need for institutional support for students facing technical issues. This study suggests a
need to address compensation for design of online courses, and to determine how online
courses should “fit into the retention and promotion process for full-time tenure track
faculty” (Green et al., 2009, p. 11).
Transitioning Online
Learning to design online courses can be challenging (Swan, 2001). Face-to-face
courses that are simply transferred online may be less effective because the instructional
framework (structure that connects components) is not suited to online collaborative
environments” (Fabry, 2009, p. 253). With little training, faculty instructors may produce
courses that do not align well with learning objectives (Fabry, 2009). Instructors use their
content knowledge and package it for online delivery (Fabry, 2009). This creates
challenges for the instructor as he navigates the LMS and online pedagogy. Whitaker
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(2015) surveyed 84 faculty members who had transitioned from a traditional classroom to
online teaching at a major research university in the Southeast. Whitaker’s survey
focused on the differences in teaching methods between the two modes and the
adjustments that must be made. Whitaker found that faculty who were asked “to
understand, design, and teach in a modality in which many had never participated as a
professor or student” (Whitaker, 2015, p. 14) were at a particular disadvantage.
Teaching online challenges instructors to consider their teaching philosophy, as
well as to change their content presentation to adapt to electronic delivery and access
(Whitaker, 2015). In his study examining the transition of faculty to online teaching,
Whitaker (2015) suggested online courses are more student-focused, meaning learners
have greater control over their learning. Online learners are able to decide when they will
interact, how often they will interact, and are encouraged to take part in reflective
learning, according to an analysis of empirical studies on online learning (Means et al.,
2010). This pedagogical change transforms the instructor’s role, and it also requires new
teaching methods for faculty instructors accustomed to using visual cues to confirm
students’ understanding and involvement (Esani, 2010).
For online course design and instruction, identifying what instructors need to
know about technology and how to train them has been an ongoing issue (Koehler &
Mishra, 2005; Lackey, 2011). Instructors need to understand technology well enough to
apply it, and be able to discern how to prevent technology from impeding student
progress, while at the same time use it to encourage better results and greater
understanding (Koehler & Mishra, 2009). Web tools can be used to support learning
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outcomes and increase interaction (Snyder, 2009), but only if instructors have the
knowledge to use them.
Mishra and Koehler (2006) developed the Technological Pedagogical Content
Knowledge (originally TPCK, now known as TPACK) framework to explain the
relationship between technology knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and content
knowledge (Figure 2). TPACK is important to consider when discussing online
instruction because the combination of technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge
impact the strategies faculty instructors use in designing and teaching online courses.

Figure 2.

Technological pedagogical and content knowledge model. Copyright
2012 by tpack.org. Reprinted with permission.
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Jeffries (2005) found nursing instructors who developed and designed online
courses gained a better understanding of technology involved in designing content. As a
result of the course design process, instructors had less apprehension in teaching online.
Online instructors also need to master the LMS and keep up with emerging technologies
(Yang & Cornelious, 2005). The LMS facilitates course design, with easy to use tools
and features, but these functions do not equate to good course design (Fabry, 2009).
Worse, Reeves and Reeves (2008) pointed out that the LMS helps instructors quickly
design courses, but “largely fails to encourage innovative approaches to instructional
design” (p. 47).
Online education requires different ways of communicating, new teaching
strategies, and different instructional design tactics (Hu, 2009). These changes can be
seen as tantamount to a change in social order in online courses. In these courses, the
focus shifts from the instructor to the learner (Fabry, 2009; Moore & Kearsley, 2011). In
face-to-face courses content is often delivered via lectures to learners (Fabry, 2009) but
the online environment offers an opportunity to design and delivery courses with the
addition of technology. Fabry (2009) researched the concurrent design and development
of a face-to-face course and online course. He recommended using technology tools to
create an online course that optimizes interactivity. Interactivity encourages active
student involvement (Fabry, 2009). Active student involvement has been found to help
students master concepts faster and produce higher quality projects (Miller, 2007). Bonk
and Cunningham (1998) pointed out that active involvement of students in a course can
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change the social order in learning to emphasize “guiding and supporting students as they
learn to construct their understanding” (p. 27).
Hollerbach (2004), a communications professor at Southeast Missouri State
University, transitioned a course online. She outlined four key elements: the curriculum,
the technology, the instructor, and the students. Curriculum must be adapted to meet the
needs of online students, technology must be simple enough for all participants to use
(including the instructor), and students must be able to do coursework without becoming
frustrated with the process. Hollerbach reported the process of transferring a course
online encouraged her to consider what was being taught in the course, why it was being
taught, and the best way to teach the content.
Effective Online Design and Teaching Practices
The way a course is designed communicates to the learners what is important and
how they will “focus, select, organize, integrate, and apply content as they learn” (Larson
& Lockee, 2014, p. 167). Instructors must plan, organize, and structure course
components (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001), design learning tasks
(Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples, & Tickner, 2001) and communicative strategies
(Swan, 2001), and incorporate interactive technologies and teaching strategies (Williams,
2003).
Online instructors, in adjusting their role to include instructional design, need to
contemplate effective practices to engage students in this media-rich environment. By
effectively designing learning tasks, instructors can promote enthusiasm in their students
and foster increased interest in the course (Canney, 2015). In a study examining master of
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business administration (MBA) students’ perceptions of learning, satisfaction, and
quality, Sebastianelli, Swift, and Tamimi (2015) found course design was the strongest
predictor of all three outcomes, and the only significant factor affecting perceived
learning.
Online instructors designing courses need to understand the learning process and
the people involved in it. Miller’s (2007) study found public administration instructors
had the subject knowledge necessary for course delivery, but “very few had the
understanding of the learning process necessary for high quality course design and
delivery” (p. 487). As a result, little attention is paid to formulating clear learning goals
and developing professional skills that will provide an effective framework for students.
The aesthetics of an online course impact the user’s judgment about the site’s
credibility (i.e., the value of the informational content) (Selejan et al., 2016). Research
indicates users prefer less complex sites (Michailidou, Harper, & Bechhofer, 2008);
however, how a course is perceived is also a function of gender and age (Selejan et al.,
2016). Members of Generation Y (born in the 1980s and 1990s) “like cool graphics, have
a short attention span, and do not like to read long boring texts” (Selejan et al., 2016, p.
118).
While data from LMS can provide detail on student online activity, a student’s
ability to understand the content and interact with it (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer,
2004) are more difficult to quantify and report. Grounding, the process of coordinating
the process and content in communication (Clark & Brennan, 1991), depends upon
shared information and mutual ground. Establishing a common ground enables
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participants (i.e., the students and the instructor) to communicate. Face-to-face teaching
facilitates this process by adding eye-contact, gestures, facial expressions, and physical
proximity to enrich communication. It is estimated that “approximately seven percent of
the message is received by word meaning; thirty-eight percent is attributed to how it is
said, and fifty-five percent of the communication message is in the form of visual cues”
(Danesh, Bailey, & Whisenand, 2015, p. 42). Online, fewer channels of communication
result in the need for more explicit communication (Smith, Ferguson, & Caris, 2001).
Furthermore, online courses also have an interface that intervenes in all communication
between instructors and students (Hillman, Willis, & Gunawardena, 1994).
Shea, Fredericksen, Pickett, and Pelz (2004) performed a series of studies to
determine best practices in online education for the State University of New York
(SUNY). The researchers indicated providing a template for online instructors to build
their course provides students and instructors a common look and feel. In addition,
SUNY provides instructors with course resources that have previously been developed,
designed, and delivered as a way to review examples of successful learning activities.
Interaction
Course structure influences interaction (York & Richardson, 2012). Interaction is
defined as dialogue between the learner-teacher, learner-content, and learner-learner
(Moore, 1989). Research has supported the importance of interaction in online courses
(Bernard et al., 2009; Lewis & Abdul-Hamid, 2006; Nwankwo, 2015). Purposefully
developing activities that connect students and systematically encouraging interaction
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seems to create excitement within the course and stimulates learning (Bernard et al.,
2009).
Anand (2016), faculty chair of the HBX digital learning initiative at Harvard
Business School, describes the four layers of learning as passive, active, adaptive and
social. Instructors may design activities for students to watch and listen to incorporate
passive learning. Adding polls, reflections, cold calls, and other interactive features
encourages active learning. Allowing learners to move through the content at their own
pace is an example of adaptive learning, but incorporating customization features (the
path a student takes through a course is dependent upon whether or not he answers a
question correctly) is a more difficult design feature. Social learning is viewed by Anand
as a way to differentiate online courses by encouraging learners to interact with the
content and other students without consuming the time of the instructors. To do this,
Anand and his team suggest integrating techniques within online courses to encourage
student participation (e.g., rewarding students for helping other students and prompting
discussions by incorporating discussion boards directly into content pages). These
techniques focus on providing the ‘right’ incentives to participate, with the ‘right’ tools to
engage students (Anand, 2016).
Anderson and Garrison (1998) added teacher-teacher interaction, teacher-content
interaction, and content-content interaction. These additions suggest the importance of
professional development and communication between instructors. Teacher-content
interaction is applicable to online course design as instructors use different technologies
to present content, and also as a way to interact with the learning content provided by
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other instructors on the Internet. Content-content interaction refers to the databases,
search engines, tutorials, virtual labs, and electronic books that support independent
learning within the subject. For example, a geology course may include data from the
U.S. Geological Survey ShakeMap. While these additional types of interaction are
important to acknowledge, Rhode (2009) interviewed 10 adult online learners who
reported engaging most frequently in interactions involving the online course content or
the course instructor. The learners also reported valuing these types of interaction the
most. This finding has been supported in earlier research (Gallien & Early, 2008; Perry &
Edwards, 2005; Stein, Wanstreet, Calvin, Overtoom, & Wheaton, 2005).
Engagement, the act of “initiating and pursuing the interaction” (Carr-Chellman
& Duchastel, 2000, p. 238), is a critical aspect of online course design (Gunawardena &
Zittle, 1997). Developing engagement within a course results in a successful and
satisfying learning experience (Conrad, 2002). Engagement is a function of a student’s
interest in the subject and the social setting involved (Carr-Chellman & Duchastel, 2000).
Interest in the subject matter can be facilitated “through the choice and sequencing of the
information to be provided” (Carr-Chellman & Duchastel, 2000, p. 238). The social
context “either creates pressure to persevere (doing well on assignments, for instance) or
adds vivacity to the interaction (dialoguing with others online, for instance)“ (CarrChellman & Duchastel, 2000, p. 238). Engagement, however, occurs through a process of
building rapport over time. In face-to-face courses, engagement can be encouraged
through the physical arrangement of the classroom (Renner, 1993), yet online education
demands other strategies. Conrad (2002) suggested the clarity and thoroughness with
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which course details are presented contributes to the level of engagement students feel
within an online course. Incorporating interactive elements (e.g., discussion or chat room,
message board, and email) in online courses increases perceived interaction with others
(Cain & Pitre, 2008; Liu, Chen, Sun, Wible, & Kuo, 2010) and may lead to increased
engagement. Embedding technology tools like blogging, instant messaging, and social
media can increase the social presence of students and instructors (Young & Bruce,
2011). Faster response to email, setting up audio/video office hour sessions to create a
greater sense of connection between instructors and students may also increase
engagement (Young & Duncan, 2014). Pate, Smaldino, Mayall, and Luetkehans (2009)
suggested including collaborative decision-making within online courses and requiring
student posts in discussion forums can increase interaction and engagement. Furthermore,
ensuring the instructor models thoughtful responsiveness with a personal tone helps to
build classroom connections and build a community. Robinson and Hullinger (2008)
indicated small group discussions and projects encourage deeper learning and a
challenging learning environment online. The National Science Foundation Strategic Plan
(2006) encouraged active learning with real life applications. Studies show instructional
strategies focusing on authentic work could better engage students than the lecture format
(Clase, Hein, & Pelaez, 2008).
Online Course Design and Student Satisfaction
Course design has a direct impact on student satisfaction. Studies highlight the
importance of clarity of design, interaction with instructors, and active discussion among
course participants (Bradford, 2011; Paechter, Maier, & Macher, 2010; Swan, 2001).
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Students were more satisfied with online courses when instructors provided constructive
feedback, responsive communication, and relevant instructional resources and activities
(Lee, Srinivasan, Trail, Lewis, & Lopez, 2011). Feedback has been cited as a strategy for
creating interaction within online courses (Hirumi, 2006; Smith & Winking-Diaz, 2004;
York & Richardson, 2012). Mentzer, Cryan, and Teclehaimanot (2007) found student
performance on tests was equal when comparing two sections of the same course (online
and face-to-face). However, student grades in the online course were lower due to
incomplete assignments. This study suggests that personal face-to-face contact with the
instructor may positively influence students to turn in assignments.
Quality Guidelines
As the number of online courses has grown, there has been an increased focus on
establishing quality guidelines (Chao, Saj, & Hamilton, 2010; Choi & Ahn, 2010;
Mariasingam, 2005, Yang & Cornelious, 2005). Accrediting agencies, governments,
institutions, parents, and students are interested in the quality of online education
(Barczyk, Buckenmeyer, & Feldman, 2010). The Association to Advance Collegiate
Schools of Business (AACSB)’s 2007 report, Quality Issues in Distance Learning, noted
faculty have the primary responsibility to deliver quality distance education and they
must pay careful attention to “learning design…. selection of appropriate delivery
technology, and a focus on student learning outcomes” (p. 15). In Chapman and
Henderson’s (2010) study, business instructors and distance learning coordinators
identified “rich course content, effective interaction, excellent reliability, and efficient
user-friendliness” (p. 29) as important quality assurance benchmarks in online courses.
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Rich content, an element instructors designing online courses directly control, was
considered to be the most important item in ensuring quality.
One goal of increasing quality in online courses is to increase retention and lower
attrition rates (Gibson & Dunning, 2012). Individual researchers have established models
(e.g., the Model for Assessing and Evaluating Learning Online by O’Neil, Fisher, &
Newbold, 2004) and frameworks (e.g., Chao, Saj, & Tessier’s (2006) Online Course
Quality Framework) to increase quality. Students may be used to review courses (Topper,
2007), or more commonly peer or evaluation committees (Little, 2009) may review
courses.
Different types of organizations have been involved in establishing quality
standards for online courses, including accrediting commissions (e.g., The American
Council on Education’s Principles for Distance Learning in a Learning Society) and state
and regional organizations (e.g., the Open SUNY COTE Quality Rubric). Some LMS
have established online course design standards (e.g., Blackboard Exemplary Course
Program). Corporations have established standards as well (e.g., Quality Matters [QM]).
Faculty members at different colleges and universities have also promoted course quality
by establishing evaluation instruments (e.g., the California State University Quality
Online Learning and Teaching Rubric [QOLT]) and participating in peer review activities
(Aman, 2009; Gibson & Dunning, 2012). However, each of these organizations has
defined their standards differently (Choi & Ahn, 2010; Mariasingam, 2005). Research
was not found on the extent tenure and tenured-track instructors who design online
courses at public four-year colleges and universities use quality standards. This plethora
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of standards may be overwhelming for instructors who lack time to find and use them, or
may not have an instructional design background.
The Institute for Higher Education Policy, at the request of the National
Education Association and Blackboard, compiled a list of quality benchmarks based on a
comprehensive literature review (Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). Next, faculty,
administrators, and students at six higher educational institutions (that were identified as
leaders in Internet-based education) were surveyed to determine the extent that the
benchmarks were being followed, as well as the benchmarks’ impact on academic
quality. This study suggested an institution should establish minimum standards for
course design. The learning outcomes should determine the technology used to deliver
content. Also, materials should be continually reviewed to ensure they meet program
standards (Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). These guidelines have provided a base for several
studies to evaluate quality in online course design (Chao et al., 2010; Twigg, 2001; Yang
& Durrington, 2010), but it is unclear if instructors at public four-year colleges and
universities are aware of this information, and how it impacts online course design.
Summary
Course design is the “anchor around which the class (and learning) happens”
(Koehler & Mishra, 2005, p. 135). Research has described the importance of marrying
technology, pedagogy, and content to develop better online courses. There is a large base
of instructional design models and principles but research is limited in regards to the use
of these tools in practice by tenured and tenure-track instructors at public four-year
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colleges and universities. Research cites that there has been pressure for instructors to
develop online courses to keep up with the demand for more online courses.
Course design impacts students’ perceptions of learning, satisfaction and quality.
In effective online course design, emphasis is typically placed on interaction and
communication. Communication differs in online courses compared to face-to-face
courses and is in part a function of course design. Online courses take more development
and design time, and more time responding to students. Transitioning to online courses
provides instructors an opportunity to consider alternative means of instruction and
assessment (Shea et al., 2004).
Online course quality is a focus of accreditation agencies, in addition to being a
concern of instructors and students. Different quality standards have been established by
different organizations for online course design. This study provides information
regarding the perceptions of tenured and tenure-track instructors of public four-year
colleges and universities on the design of online courses.
The next chapter will discuss the research methodology.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
This chapter provides information about the grounded research method and
describes the research procedures that were used to guide the emergence of a theoretical
model for this study. In an effort to understand the perspectives tenured and tenure-track
instructors at public four-year colleges and universities have of online course design, the
following subjects will be discussed in the following order:
1. A brief introduction to grounded theory method.
2. The data analysis process of classic grounded theory
3. The research procedures of this study.
4. The trustworthiness of this study.
A Brief Introduction to Grounded Theory Method
Grounded theory is the “discovery of theory from data systematically obtained
from social research” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 2). The goal of grounded theory is to
generate a theory “that accounts for a pattern of behavior which is relevant … to those
involved” (Glaser, 1978, p. 93). This pattern of behavior is termed a basic social process
(Glaser, 1978). Wilson (1997) suggests theories should explain or help us understand;
theories should connect observations and evidence, and include concepts clustered
together to form a whole. Glaser and Strauss (1967) note that the theory produced is not a
perfect description of the whole field. Rather, it is “a theory that accounts for much of the
behavior” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 30) of the participants by generating general
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categories and their properties, to serve as a guide for others. Grounded theory results
“are not proven; they are theory” (Glaser, 1992, p. 87).
Grounded theory is based on pragmatism and symbolic interactionism (Corbin &
Strauss, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1994). Pragmatism suggests that theory is not a result of
a pre-existing reality but interpretations made from given perspectives, as seen or
researched by others (Addelson, 1990; Dewey, 1938). Symbolic interactionism, derived
from pragmatism, sees reality developed through the meaning people assign to things,
which is developed from social interaction and then adjusted through interpretation
(Blumer, 1969).
Glaser and Strauss published The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) to
introduce grounded theory. Although initially working in agreement with each other, a
philosophical split developed between Glaser and Strauss that resulted in two different
approaches to grounded theory. The data collection, pacing, and timing of data collection,
data analysis, and research product vary depending on the approach used (Glaser &
Holton, 2004). Glaser’s classic approach starts by identifying an area of interest and
asking participants open questions, to allow the participant’s own story to unfold without
the direction of preconceived questions (Elliott & Higgins, 2012). Glaser (1992) warns
against creating research questions or hypotheses at the beginning of the study. Classic
grounded theory allows the researcher to proceed and modify the theory through
comparisons of the concepts (words or phrases that highlight an area of importance)
derived from open-ended interviews with participants. Glaser (1992) encourages
researchers to explore the area of interest “with the abstract wonderment of what is going
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on that is an issue and how it is handled” (p. 22). With classic grounded theory research,
data are collected and compared to develop a general theory of a process from the
participants’ point of view. During interviews, participants are asked a broad question to
encourage them to talk about the main concerns regarding the area of interest. Glaser
(1992) suggests taking field notes rather than taping and transcribing interviews to avoid
being overwhelmed by descriptive detail.
The classic approach uses constant comparison of data, the “process of taking
information from data collection and comparing it to emerging categories” (Creswell,
2013, p. 86). Constant comparison of data continues by comparing categories to
categories, searching for themes (main ideas of the categories), and then determining a
core category (the focus of the study). Glaser (1992) writes:
In [classic] grounded theory the analyst humbly allows the data to control
him as much as humanly possible, by writing a theory for only what
emerges through his skilled induction. The integration of his substantive
theory as it emerges through coding and sorting is his verification that the
hypotheses and concepts fit and work and are relevant enough to suggest.
They are not proven; they are theory. (p. 87).
A classic grounded theorist’s goal is not to describe a unit but to conceptualize a
process within it: people, place, and time are not categorized, concepts are. (Glaser,
2002). The theory provides a generalized picture, not a specific picture of the entities.
Sufficient illustration should be used to help readers understand the reference in terms of
their own experience. This helps the reader grasp the theory. Glaser (1992) states that a

39
grounded theory can only be validated by “its fit to the data and integration” (p. 105).
Studies that create a high impact can be verified through further research.
Strauss’ systematic approach begins with a research question that identifies the
phenomenon to be studied. He encourages a review of literature prior to collecting data to
help the researcher understand what is known about the subject (Glaser, 1992; Heath &
Cowley, 2004; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). With the systematic approach, structured
interviews are conducted using scripted questions. The interviews are recorded and
transcribed for coding. Strauss’ systematic approach uses “a well-defined ‘coding
paradigm’ and always looks systematically for ‘causal conditions’, ‘phenomena’,
‘context’, ‘intervening conditions’, ‘action strategies’ and ‘consequences’ in the data”
(Kelle, 2005, p. 14). The systematic approach uses predetermined coding categories and
systematic design, “emphasiz[ing] the use of data analysis steps of open, axial, and
selective coding, and the development of a logic paradigm or a visual picture of the
theory generated” (Creswell, 2007, p. 424). Corbin and Strauss (1990) suggest that a
systematic grounded theory should provide readers with information of how the original
sample was selected, the major categories that emerged, the events, incidences and
actions that indicated these categories, the categories that guided theoretical sampling, the
hypotheses developed and tested, and the emergence of the core category. Systematic
grounded theory can be validated by comparing the theoretical scheme to the data
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
The classic approach of grounded theory was chosen for this study. A review of
literature revealed a paucity of information on the perspectives of tenured and tenure
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track instructors at public four-year colleges and universities about the process of online
course design (as indicated in Chapter Two), making it difficult to develop a coding
paradigm in advance (as suggested by the systematic approach). Also, the nature of the
problem indicated the classic approach would be the most appropriate choice since I was
interested in understanding the reasons and rationale for elements incorporated during the
online course design process based on information from interviews with instructors
directly involved in online course design. Classic grounded theory provides an
opportunity to add and alter interview questions based on emerging categories and
themes, whereas with systematic grounded theory researchers rely on set interview
questions (Glaser, 1992). As a result, using classic grounded theory allowed more
flexibility in researching the area of interest than systematic grounded theory (Glaser,
1992).
The Data Analysis Process of Classic Grounded Theory
The following section outlines the data analysis process of classic grounded
theory. This section includes:
1. The use of memos and constant comparison.
2. The process of open coding.
3. The process of selective coding.
4. The process of theoretical coding.
The Use of Memos and Constant Comparison
The data collection and analysis process involves the use of memos and constant
comparison of data. Researchers collect data in the form of information from participants
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(what has been directly said and what can be inferred from these statements). Researchers
write down ideas about concepts and their relationships, and note abstract ideas to
generate memos. Memos are used to raise the data above mere descriptions to a
conceptual level (Glaser, 1978). Writing theoretical memos is “the core stage in the
process of generating theory” (Glaser, 1978, p. 83). Researchers use the process of
constant comparison (comparing collected data [e.g., information from interviews] to find
commonalities and variations).
Open Coding
Researchers use open coding to “cod[e] the data in every way possible” (Glaser, 1978, p.
56). During open coding the researcher explores data, working to transcend above “his
involved empirical view of his field notes” (Glaser, 1978, p. 56). Researchers code the
data through the process of identifying and categorizing information to understand “what
is this about?” and “what is being referenced here?” (Glaser, 1978).
Researchers first code data into concepts. Concepts are words or phrases that highlight an
area of importance to the research (Ke & Wenglensky, 2010). These concepts are sorted
to form categories, based on patterns identified through the constant comparison of data.
Morse (2008) describes categories as a collection of similar data brought together into the
same place. Categories are groups of concepts that share characteristics or fit together.
For example, in this study the concepts “eye contact”, “the ability to see students”, and
“physical presence” were sifted into a category called “seeing” and renamed as “seeing
online” later. By continuing with the process of constant comparison of data, these
categories expand and contract as more data is collected.
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As data is collected and analyzed, the researcher attempts to determine gaps in the
research where more information is needed. Theoretical sampling is the process of data
collection “whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyzes his data and decides
what data to collect next and where to find them” (Glaser, 1978, p. 36). With theoretical
sampling, the researcher decides who to interview and what questions to ask while
constantly comparing data to fill gaps in the research.
As interviews progress, categories are reduced and themes begin to emerge.
Themes are a higher level of categorization that distill a group of categories further.
Themes are described as “the meaningful ‘essence’ that runs through the data” (Morse,
2008, p. 727). Themes suggest to the researcher what the data is about (in this study,
adaptation was a theme that was considered). From themes, a core category is selected,
based on constantly comparing, sorting, and analyzing the data collected. This core
category becomes the focus of further data collection. The core category is the
phenomenon around which the themes relate to or revolve around; the core category
represents the main concern of participants (Holton, 2008). The criteria for selecting the
core category is that it is “central, relating to as many other categories and their properties
as possible, and accounts for a large portion of the variation in a pattern of behavior”
(Holton, 2008, p. 90). The coding data levels are identified in Table 1.

43
Table 1

Coding Data Levels

Data Level

Definition
Concepts

Words or phrases that highlight an area of
importance

Categories

Groups of concepts that share characteristics or fit
together

Themes

Broad areas that represent the underlying meaning
of data

Core category

The focus of the study

Theoretical codes

Abstract frameworks that provide a broad picture
of concepts

Selective Coding
Once a core category has been selected, the next step is selective coding.
Selective coding is the process of limiting coding to categories that relate to the core
category. The researcher continues to conduct interviews, compare and sort data to
further understand the core category. Themes are continually evaluated as a way to
explain the core category. The process of selective coding continues until the point at
which no new information can be collected that adds to the emerging theory and
relationships between categories have been delineated properly (Brown et al., 2002). This
phase is called theoretical saturation. Once theoretical saturation has been reached
interviews stop and theoretical coding begins.
Theoretical Coding
Theoretical coding is used to “give integrative scope, broad pictures and a new
perspective” (Glaser, 1978, p. 72) to the data. A theoretical coding family is an abstract
framework that helps the researcher conceptualize how the themes (and thus categories
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and concepts) “relate to each other as hypothesis to be integrated into a theory” (Holton,
2008, p. 91). Theoretical coding fosters the fit and work of classic grounded theory.
Glaser (1978) provides a number of theoretical coding families for the researcher to
consider. By considering different theoretical coding families, in conjunction with one’s
research, a researcher is able to organize the participants’ fractured stories (turned into
themes, categories, and concepts) into an organized whole theory (Glaser, 1999).
Theoretical coding is used to show how themes relate to one another and helps the
researcher step back to consider the data through the lens of many possible theoretical
coding families. Researchers use diagrams to comprehend and test the theoretical coding
scheme.
For this research, the theoretical coding family of the six C’s (Figure 3) was used.
With the six C’s, the researcher places the core category in the center and then considers
the context, conditions, causes, covariances, contingencies, and consequences to explain
what is happening. “Context” is a synonym for ambiance (Glaser, 1978). “Condition” is
an intervening variable (Selvaraj & Fields, 2009). “Cause” is the reason or explanation
(Selvaraj & Fields, 2009). “Covariance” is a correlation where one category changes with
another (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). “Contingency” is an “unanticipated or unplanned event
that changes conditions that can call for some sort of action/interactional (problem
solving) response to manage or handle them” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 181).
“Consequence” is “the result of the phenomenon and dependent on ‘cause’” (Selevaraj &
Fields, 2009, p. 474). The process of theoretical coding helps the researcher ground the
core category in data.
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Figure 3.

The 6 C’s theoretical coding family (Glaser, 1992).

Theoretical coding “is not a theory in and of itself…. the meaning has to be
written” (Glaser, 1998, p. 169) and explained to the reader. Theoretical coding leads to
the generation of a theory. A theory is an explanation that connects observations and
evidence, clustering concepts together to form a whole (Wilson, 1997). By utilizing
theoretical coding, the final theory is generalized, not bound to individual participants
(Glaser, 1978).
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Grounded theory results are generally presented in a manner similar to naturalscientific research reports, and include an area of interest, methods, discussion and results
sections. The theory that has been generated through the research is reported at the end of
the study (Creswell, 2007).
The Research Procedures of this Study
This section provides details pertaining directly to the research procedure of this
study. Information on the following subjects will be discussed in the following order:
1. The researcher as an instrument.
2. The research question.
3. The selection of participants.
4. The data collection and analysis.
Researcher as an Instrument
I followed the interpretive framework of postpositivism. This scientific approach
to research views “inquiry as a series of logically related steps, [and] believe[s] in
multiple perspectives from participants rather than a single reality” (Creswell, 2013, p.
24). This study relied upon multiple perspectives of participants, a series of logically
related steps, and rigorous, systematic data collection and analysis.
In grounded theory research, the researcher is not considered naïve or objective,
rather, his bias and experience become a part of the theory through rigorous application
of the method (Glaser, 1999). It is important to acknowledge the relevance of my
background to the study. I have been an online student and instructor. I am an
experienced instructional designer. I have conducted research to understand the role of
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evaluation rubrics in course design and have worked to develop an online course design
checklist to improve quality in online courses. In Spring 2016 I performed a grounded
theory pilot study that investigated the process of college and university instructors
designing online courses, in collaboration with Yu-Hui Ching and Norm Friesen. This
experience and understanding contributed to this current research by stimulating the
initial research interest and providing motivation to conduct the study. It is inevitable that
these experiences shaped my interpretation of the data. In large part, classic grounded
theory relies on the researcher’s ability or theoretical sensitivity (Glaser, 1992). Glaser
(1992) defines theoretical sensitivity as the “researcher’s knowledge, understanding, and
skill, which foster his generation of categories” (p. 27), eventually resulting in a theory
that can be verified by relevance, fit, and work (which Glaser suggests are the criteria of
grounded theory). My awareness of instructional design, instructional design models, and
online course design added to my theoretical sensitivity of the subject.
Research Question
The purpose of this study, which employed a grounded theory research method,
was to identify the perceptions of tenured and tenure-track instructors of public four-year
colleges and universities on the design of online courses. The following research question
was used to guide the study: What do tenured and tenure-track instructors at public fouryear colleges and universities say about the design process of online courses, and how
can it be theorized?
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Selection of Participants
Criterion sampling was initially used to select the participants for this study,
followed by theoretical sampling as the research progressed. Criterion sampling is
choosing participants based on pre-determined criteria (Patton, 2001). The criteria for
participants of this study were tenured or tenure-track instructors who have designed
online courses for public four-year colleges and universities without the assistance of
instructional designers. A recent survey showed that 27.2% of faculty instructors at
public four-year colleges had taught a course exclusively online, compared to only 8.5%
of faculty instructors at private universities (Eagan et al., 2014). It is estimated that 80%
of faculty instructors who are teaching online courses at the college and university level
have developed online courses (Seaman, 2009). Public institutions have determined that
online courses and programs are critical to their long-term strategy (Allen & Seaman,
2016). Tenured and tenure-track instructors were selected as a group who were likely to
have similar concerns within the substantive area, as opposed to adjunct faculty.
Furthermore, tenured and tenure-track instructors are viewed as core faculty and more
often relied upon to develop online courses (Seaman, 2009).
Recruitment
Participants were selected to provide a variety of perspectives (including gender,
academic discipline, years of service, and number of courses developed) to contribute
more information. After receiving approval from the Boise State University Institutional
Review Board, participants were recruited by reaching out to instructors met at
professional conferences and through Boise State University’s educational technology
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program. To gather more participants, snowball sampling was used (Appendix A).
Participants were asked to recommend other individuals to include in the study. Initially
this led to several participants from the same institution. A recruitment flyer was posted
on social media to enlarge the pool of participants and add diversity. Interested
individuals were screened to ensure they met the study’s criteria. I used a recruitment
script (Appendix B) and called potential participants with an explanation of the study,
requesting their participation. I also circulated a recruitment flyer (Appendix C) to
instructors I know at colleges and universities to encourage participation. Theoretical
sampling (the process of deciding who to interview and what questions to ask while
constantly comparing data to fill gaps in the research) was used during the research to
yield a variety of participants from different disciplines and with different levels of
experience in online course design. A hallmark of good grounded theory, according to
Creswell (2007), is that the emerging theory explains variations in the behavior of
participants. While the participants had different experiences, the focus of the study
remained on the themes and categories that emerged from the process or action central to
course design (Creswell, 2013).
Participants
Twenty-one participants were interviewed for this study. The participants reported
designing from one to one hundred courses over a period of one to twenty-three years.
All but one of the participants currently teaches face-to-face courses or has taught faceto-face courses. None of the participants were formally educated online. The participants
in this study reported mostly teaching themselves how to design and teach online courses.
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Five of the participants considered their technology skills to be at the intermediate level,
and the remaining participants considered their skills to be advanced. Three of the
participants were in the 30-to-39 age range, nine participants were between 40 and 49
years old, and nine participants were 50 years old or older. More details about the
participants are illustrated in Tables 2 and 3.
Table 2

Details about Participants

Age

Percent of participants

30-39

14.29%

40-49

42.86%

50 +

42.86%

Gender
Female

66.67%

Male

33.33%

Technology skills
Intermediate

19.05%

Advanced

80.95%

Number of online courses designed
1-2

23.81%

3-5

23.81%

6-10

19.05%

11-14

9.52%

15 +

23.81%
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Number of years designing online courses
1-2

14.29%

3-5

23.81%

6-10

28.57%

11-14

14.29%

15 +

19.05%

Number of years teaching
1-5

9.52%

6-10

9.52%

11-15

19.05%

16-20

19.05%

20 +

42.86%

Teach face-to-face
Yes

80.95%

No

4.76%

Not anymore

14.29%

Table 3

Participants’ Disciplines

Discipline

N

Business

1

Computer Science

1

Curriculum & Instruction

2

Education

1
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Education Leadership & Administration/Research

1

Education Leadership/Research Methods

1

Educational Leadership & Administration

2

Educational Technology

1

Educational Technology, Research & Assessment

1

Horticulture & Horticulture Science

1

Instructional Technology

2

Language, Literacy, & Culture

1

Learning Design & Technology

1

Library & Information Science

1

Research & Statistics

1

Respiratory Care

1

Social Justice

1

Visual Communication Design

1

Data Collection and Analysis
Participants were recruited one by one. I obtained a signed consent form prior to
beginning interviews. Each interview lasted approximately 20 to 45 minutes, depending
on the participant. Each participant was interviewed one time. Memoing and constant
comparison of data followed the interviews. For the first nine interviews, I performed
open coding on the data after each interview. For the next six interviews, I performed
theoretical sampling. For the last six interviews, selective coding was used. Below is a
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visual representation of the process (Figure 4). More discussion on this data collection
and analysis process follows.

Figure 4.

Visual representation of grounded theory process.

Open-ended interviews. Open-ended interviews were conducted over the
telephone. Each participant was informed that the purpose of the study was to identify the
perception tenured and tenure-track public four-year college and university instructors
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have of designing online courses. The interviews began with basic background questions,
including asking the number of online courses the participant had designed, number of
online courses taught, number of years involved with education, and if they teach face-toface classes. In addition, I asked participants their current position, age, and the type of
LMS that they use. After these background questions, participants were asked the broad
question, “Based on your experience, what do you think about the design of online
courses?” with the intention to “instill the spill” (Glaser, 2009, p. 22) (see Appendix D
for full interview script and questions). By following Glaser’s (1999) guidelines of using
an open question and prompting for more detail, participants were encouraged to keep
talking about their main concerns (as dictated by Glaser, 1999) about the online course
design. Additional questions were asked to understand the participants’ perspective better
including:
● Why did you start designing online courses?
● What training have you had to designing online courses?
● What course features do you consider to be important?
● What supports are provided by your institution for online course design?
● Do you take advantage of these supports? Why or why not?
● How do you perceive the effectiveness of these supports?
● Do you use a course evaluation rubric?
● What is the worst part about designing an online course?
● What is the best part about designing an online course?
Documentation. Glaser (1992) advises against recording the interviews to
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encourage participants to speak more openly and freely. That said, I recorded most of the
interviews, but did not transcribe any of them. Instead, I took notes during the interviews.
Immediately following each interview, I wrote more detailed notes. My intention was to
understand online course design from the perspective of each participant and avoid
getting lost in descriptive detail. I transferred notes onto the computer. Then, I printed out
the notes and made memos throughout the process. I used the interview notes to refresh
my memory, and pulled supporting statements from my notes when writing up the study.
Memoing. I memoed by jotting notes down by hand, as thoughts occurred, in an
attempt to raise the data above mere descriptions to a conceptual level (Glaser, 1978).
Memos were generated from interview notes, reading in the field, and through reflection.
These memos were often incomplete sentences, “ticklers” or reflections. They were kept
separate from notes, but reviewing notes often spurred additional memo bits. Memoing
also helped capture my ideas of the emerging theory (Holton, 2007). An example of my
memos can be found in Appendix E.
Open coding. During open coding I explored the data. I used a constant
comparison method of analysis to uncover differences and similarities in the data, and
determine why those differences and similarities were there (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). As
part of coding, memos were reviewed, and titled by concept and assigned a color. As
more participants were interviewed, patterns of concepts began to develop and these
patterns were divided into categories. Concepts were sorted into color-coded categories,
as part of the coding and analysis. The color-coded categories were then reviewed. Some
of the categories initially were “strategies,” “technical ability,” “LMS”. These categories
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emerged from concepts. For example, “strategies” (a category) emerged from the
concepts “templates” “continual refinement” and “communication”. The data I used to
generate the theory were the categories and themes developed from notes and memos
taken during and after each interview.
I asked the following questions, during the process of open coding, to help direct
the research: “What is this data a study of?” “What category does this incident indicate?”
“What is actually happening in the data?” “What is the main concern being faced by the
participants?"(Glaser, 1978, p. 57). The purpose of these questions was to focus on the
emerging patterns (a reoccurring concept or theme), by constantly comparing incidents,
and to rise above the descriptions provided by participants. Open coding was used to get
a general idea of what was going on and was performed as data were collected and
themes were uncovered.
My goal evolved to discover the basic social process that accounts for the
behavior of the participants, as I learned more about performing grounded theory
research. I kept the three questions: “What is this data a study of?” “What category does
this information indicate?” “What is actually happening in the data?” active in my mind
during the collecting, analyzing, and coding process. I analyzed the memos and notes line
by line, after failing to grasp the answers to the three questions by reading the notes and
memos as a whole. This led to more memos and different categories. Once more robust
categories began to emerge, theoretical sampling and selective coding were used to
collect more data.
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Theoretical sampling. Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection
“whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyzes his data and decides what data
to collect next and where to find them” (Glaser, 1978, p. 36). During this period (from the
tenth interview on), additional interview questions were added to generate data to the
developing categories:
● What is the job to be done in online course design?
● What are your thoughts on evaluation tools?
● What is main concern of instructors with course design?
Answers to these questions helped draw further attention to themes that were relevant to
the participant cohort. As a part of this process I cut up all of my notes and memos and
sorted them into different categories. A core category began to emerge (acceptance), as I
compared, analyzed, and sorted data. This core category related to as many categories
and accounted for a large portion of behavior (Glaser & Holton, 2004). The goal of
grounded theory is to generate “a set of carefully grounded concepts organized around a
core category” (Glaser & Holton, 2004, p. 41). Selective coding was used after the 15th
interview. Subsequent data collection and coding were informed by the core category and
themes related to the core category.
Selective coding. During selective coding, new concepts (from new participants)
were compared to other concepts to establish “underlying uniformity and varying
conditions of generated concepts” (Holton, 2007, p. 271). Theoretical sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was reached (Glaser & Holton, 2004). Theoretical saturation
was determined to have been reached when participants no longer added additional
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information to the core category.
Theoretical coding. Upon theoretical saturation of the data, theoretical coding
occurred. Glaser (1998) offers many theoretical coding families to help the researcher
conceptualize the data. I identified the six C’s (causes, contexts, contingencies,
consequences, covariances, and conditions) as the theoretical coding family (Glaser,
1978) that best matched the data.
Trustworthiness
The intention of this study, as that of all grounded theory studies, is to provide “a
relevant theoretical abstraction about what is going on in the area studied” (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967, p. 23). A grounded theory’s workability, relevance, fit, and modifiability
should be enough to trust the plausibility of the theory (Glaser, 1978, 1998; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967).


Workability means that the theory should work or function to explain participants’
main concern of the participants in the area of interest. I attempted to increase the
workability of the theory presented by fitting (almost) all of the evidence or
concepts provided in the data into the theoretical account.



Relevance means the theory should be important to someone. The theory should
relate to the main concerns voiced by the participants and how they address these
concerns (Glaser, 1992). Glaser (2012) suggests “the credibility of the theory
resides in its relevance and fit for a conceptual explanation on how a main
concern is continually resolved, not by illustration used as if it is proof” (p. 70).

59
This study has the potential to be relevant to instructors who are involved in
online course design and administrators who oversee these instructors.


Fit and modifiability means that the theory can be changed to fit the data, and
modified based on changing data (Glaser, 1992). Glaser (1992) states that a
grounded theory can only be validated in terms of “its fit to the data and
integration” (p. 105). I performed constant comparison of data throughout the data
collection and analysis process. I coded concepts into several categories,
combined categories, and revised themes as I collected more data in an attempt to
achieve fit.
The theory I developed is purposefully general to address the need for the theory
to allow the user some control over the “structure and process of daily situations
as they change through time” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 237). Heath and Cowley
(2004) also suggest it is important to remember that “the aim is not the theory, but
a theory that aids understanding and action in the area under investigation” (p.
149).
Sikolia, Biros, Mason, and Weiser (2013) identified the use of credibility,

transferability, dependability and confirmability as ways to increase trustworthiness of
grounded theory studies.


Credibility refers to “how much the data collected accurately reflects the
multiple realities of the phenomenon” (Sikolia et al., 2013, p. 2). The
credibility of this study has been enhanced by spending adequate time with
each participant in an attempt to fully understand their perspectives. In
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addition, interview questions were updated based on data collected to focus
more precisely on the information provided by the participants. Furthermore,
participants’ words are used in the findings to support the emerging theory.
I ensured enough data was collected to accurately reflect multiple realities of
the process, using theoretical sampling to simultaneously collect, code, and
analyze data. I was able to determine gaps in the research that needed to be
evaluated, for instance, by making sure both novice and more experienced
instructors were included in the research. Data was collected to the point of
theoretical saturation, meaning no new data emerged, and the core category
and themes related to the core category were well developed. Negative case
analysis was performed to understand the variances of individual responses
that differed from the main group (Brown et al., 2002). For instance, some
instructors felt a greater connection to students online than other instructors.
This data was evaluated to determine how it impacted the theory, as well as
the reasons behind the different perceptions of connection among instructors.
This helped me ensure the core category was applicable to a wide variety of
participants and enough data had been obtained to fully delineate the core
category (Brown et al., 2002).


Transferability refers to “the applicability of one set of findings to another
setting” (Sikolia et al., 2013, p. 3). Transferability can be enhanced by
including a variety of participants and providing a clear description of the
research (Brown et al., 2002). To strengthen the transferability of this study I
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included participants with a wide range of experience in online course design,
from a variety of disciplines and institutions.
I have attempted to provide “thick descriptions” of the methodology and
findings to help future researchers. Detailed memo writing was used since it is
considered an effective way to reduce bias and amplify participants’ voices
(Glaser, 2014). Memo writing throughout the study promoted reflection and
an opportunity to evaluate the study (Shenton, 2004). Memo writing helped to
develop my theoretical sensitivity, which Glaser (1992) defines as the
“researcher’s knowledge, understanding, and skill, which foster his generation
of categories” (p. 27) and ultimately the generation of the core category.
In addition, the interview notes, memos, diagrams, and additional data have
been retained in the event an auditor should choose to review the research
techniques (Shenton, 2004) or should other researchers be interested in
research in a similar setting (Cooney, 2010).


Dependability refers to confirmation that the data “represents the changing
conditions of the phenomenon under study” (Sikolia et al., 2013, p. 3).
Dependability can be verified through an independent auditor. For this study,
my graduate advisor, Yu-Hui Ching, reviewed the findings and discussed the
relationships between concepts, categories and themes with me.



Confirmability refers to the ability for another researcher to confirm the
results, when presented with the same data (Sikolia et al., 2013). By retaining
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all of the notes, memos, sorted categories, and drafts another researcher could
evaluate and confirm this study.
Both Glaser’s measures of workability, relevance, fit, and modifiability, along
with Sikolia et al.’s (2013) measures of credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability were considered in this study to help ensure trustworthiness. The methods
used to collect, analyze, and present data, as well as retaining all documentation helped to
achieve these measures.
Studies that create high impact and interest should be researched further (Glaser,
1992). I have attempted to create a theory that can be verified by additional research (e.g.,
an experiment or survey) (Glaser, 1992), and I hope that it will produce impact in the
larger context of research and practice.
Summary
This study sought to identify the perception tenured and tenure-track public fouryear college and university instructors have of designing online courses. Twenty-one
tenured and tenured-track instructors from public four-year colleges and universities were
interviewed for the study, answering the guiding question, “Based on your experience,
what do you think about the design of online courses?” Data from the interviews was
analyzed, sorted, and coded using a constant comparative method. Data was collected to
the point of theoretical saturation, and then theoretical coding was used to weave the
story back together.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS
This study was conducted to understand the perceptions of tenured and tenuretrack instructors of public four-year colleges and universities on the design of online
courses. This chapter presents a synopsis of the information provided by participants to
highlight the findings of the study, based on the interviews with the participants. The
information in this chapter was derived through the constant comparison of data,
comparing information to understand concepts, categories, and themes, and then
determining the core category. Theoretical coding (as described in Chapter Three) was
used to understand how the categories and themes relate to the core category and fit into a
theory. In this chapter, the theoretical coding of the data is discussed. In addition, the
following themes are discussed:
1. The conditions instructors experience in the online environment.
2. The strategies instructors use in the online environment.
3. The outcomes that instructors express.
Theoretical Coding
Having discussed the data collection and analysis process in Chapter Three, I will
start the discussion of the findings by illustrating the theoretical coding process that
helped to conceptualize the relationships between the identified themes and categories.
Theoretical coding was used as a way to weave the story back together and to help
conceptualize the relationships between the identified themes and categories. I used the
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six C’s (causes, contexts, contingencies, consequences, covariances, and conditions) as
the theoretical coding family (Glaser, 1978) that best matched the data (Figure 5). I will
briefly explain the six C’s in respect to the coding, and the focus of this chapter will be
on the relevant items (the core category and consequences of behavior).

Figure 5.

Factors involved in theoretical coding.

The instructors make use of what they know from face-to-face instruction to make
sense of the online environment. This is adaptation, which is shown in the box on the
right side of the diagram as a consequence (one of the six c’s), directly or indirectly, of
other 5 c’s. Adaptation is “the process of change by which an organism or species
becomes better suited to its environment” (Adaptation, 2017) or “the adjustment to
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environmental conditions” (Adaptation, 2017). Piaget (1952) indicated humans adapt to
new information through assimilation, in which new experiences are reinterpreted to fit
into existing ideas. The participants’ ideas of instruction and course design are rooted in
their experiences in the face-to-face environment. The participants use resources
available from their face-to-face courses, colleagues, and the Internet as the basis for the
strategies they use in their online courses. They also consider their knowledge about
learners and content. As they adapt to the online environment, they make adjustments to
overcome technological challenges also using their technological abilities and the
capabilities of the LMS. They also adapt to the time requirements needed to design and
instruct online courses, learning to adjust to different expectations and requirements.
Finally, some of the participants also must adapt to quality oversight in the form of
quality evaluation instruments (e.g., QM or QOLT). The instructors use online course
design strategies to gain acceptance for online courses as they adapt to the online
environment.
The core category, desire for acceptance, is featured in the center. Technological
advancements create the possibilities and the commonplace reality of online education
that is the context for this phenomenon. The cause (i.e., reason or explanation motivating
the desire for acceptance, and modified through covariances, contingencies, and context
to lead to the consequence of adaptation) is the growth of online education. Instructors
have been recruited to design online courses as a condition (i.e., an intervening variable).
Covariances (where one category changes with another) include older students and
working students. Online education appeals to the growing ranks of “non-traditional”
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students (e.g., older, working students). These covariances positively impact the growth
of online education (cause), and shape the environment and are most immediately
affected by the instructors’ adaptations of face-to-face conditions and strategies to this
environment. There is a desire for acceptance for courses that are delivered online. The
core category of desire for acceptance emerged through the constant comparison of data
provided. Acceptance is the “process or fact of being received as adequate, valid, or
suitable” (Acceptance, 2017). Instructors desire acceptance from students, colleagues,
and administrators, and thus is directly related to the cause, context, conditions,
contingencies, and covariances. It is this desire, my data strongly suggests, that drives the
adaptation work of the students. These realizations helped me focus upon the
consequences of the instructors’ behavior; in a search for desire for acceptance of online
courses, the instructors have created strategies to bridge or overcome the differences
between traditional (i.e., face-to-face) education and online education. Accreditation
policies applied to online education raise questions about the value of an online education
compared to a traditional education (Phipps, Wellman, & Meisotis, 2002). When students
are not physically on campus, questions arise as to whether they actually obtained an
education of the same rigor as traditional students (Phipps et al., 2002). This and other
contingencies create a new landscape that impacts the desire for acceptance since
instructors are being asked to deliver content differently than in the past. The themes and
categories that emerged as a result of coding are shown in Table 4. These are discussed in
more detail in the rest of this chapter.
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Table 4.

Summary of Themes and Categories

Adaptation- theme
Background in traditional education- category
Available resources - category
Learners and content- category
Technological challenges- category
Time requirement- category
Online course quality-category
Online Course Design Strategies- theme
Navigation- category
“Seeing” online- category
Interaction- category
Social order- category
Desire for Acceptance- core category (main concern of participants)
Benefits of online courses- category
Online is “different”- category

The rest of the chapter will discuss the conditions instructors experience as they
adapt to the online environment, the online course design strategies instructors use, and
the outcomes that instructors express in their desire for acceptance.
Conditions
In this section I discuss how instructors respond to the conditions they experience
in the online environment. These conditions have been categorized as:


Background in traditional education,



Available resources,



Learners and content,



Technological challenges,
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Time requirement, and



Course design quality.

Background in Traditional Education
The participants described adapting to the online environment as part of the
process of designing and teaching online. The participants often mentioned that they were
never trained to teach online (or face-to-face, but they had “plenty of examples of how to
do that, from years of schooling”). The participants’ ideas of instruction and course
design are rooted in their own experiences in the face-to-face environment. Several
participants described going to school to become content experts; then they began
teaching by replicating how they had been taught. All but one of the participants had
experience teaching students face-to-face. The other participants either currently teach in
traditional classrooms or have in the past. Although several participants reported recently
taking online training classes or viewing online courses on the Internet, none of the
participants were formally educated online. The participants in this study reported
predominantly teaching themselves how to design and teach online courses. They picked
up ideas for online strategies (as part of the adaptation process) by reading books, looking
online, or, in a few cases, taking online courses at their institutions.
Available Resources
The participants described being tasked with designing an online course and
working to figure out what content to include in a course and how to adapt it to the online
format. The participants reported using existing resources (sometimes from their face-toface experiences, from a colleague, or the Internet) when designing a new online course.
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Otherwise, as one participant pointed out, “the task of course design can be daunting.” As
part of the adaptation process, some participants mentioned duplicating face-to-face
courses and figuring out that this tactic did not work. Often, participants noted that an
instructor cannot simply “fly out the door” and teach a class: online instruction must be
packaged in advance for delivery.
The participants expressed attempts to adapt to the online environment based on
practices used face-to-face. A participant stated, “habits bleed over, even in a different
space and format.” This is the process of adapting to a new environment. One participant
described figuring out how to teach students statistics by reviewing her face-to-face
lesson materials and the tools used (a statistics software program), and then working
through the process of introducing this information to students online. Another
participant went through a process of looking at her face-to-face syllabus and considering
“what works online.”
A participant described holding online Google Hangouts with her students, to help
them address questions about course content, much like she would help groups of
students struggling in a face-to-face course. Another instructor indicated she liked to
“interject herself into the discussions” between students by providing comments within
the discussion forum. She reasoned that if she was in a face-to-face classroom she would
add comments to a class discussion. However, when designing online courses, she
mentioned, she could add images or other supporting information to further substantiate
her comments.
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Learners and Content
In adapting to the online environment, the participants design courses based on
their knowledge about learners and the content. This is similar to traditional education.
However, since online courses are typically designed in full before the semester starts,
online instructors must picture students while designing the course, not as they actually
are, but as they predict they will be. This differs from typical traditional instruction where
many smaller decisions may be based on face-to face interaction with students. This was
particularly troublesome to one participant who described “the worst part of online course
design is getting started and not knowing students and trying to guess what they need.”
Another participant mentioned that “in a regular classroom you can adjust the work based
on the ‘feel’ of the room. Online this is harder.” The participants described different
design strategies to adapt to this difference. For example, one participant reported
“starting small and building upon successful student evaluations” when a course was well
received. And, although one participant indicated he used “something like backwards
course design” to help him figure out what makes the most sense for his online students
(based on their reactions and evaluations), none of the participants described using a
formal instructional design model. They stated that they design and develop a learning
experience “surrounded around key learning objectives and course goals” or “by deciding
what the students need to be able to do” by the end of the course. Similar to face-to-face
instruction, the participants are concerned with identifying what a student needs to know
and do to succeed in the course.
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Most of the participants described the need to adapt from lecturing in front of a
classroom of students, perhaps with the aid of a PowerPoint presentation, to presenting
content online. One instructor noted that she videotaped a 45-minute lecture and “bored
herself to tears” when she reviewed it. As a result, she learned to reduce all videos down
to considerably less time and avoid packaged materials (e.g., materials developed by
publishing companies).
Technological Challenges
The participants stated that in a traditional classroom they were confident in their
abilities but the online environment required them to make adjustments. The participants
noted the importance of taking into account their own technological abilities (and the
capabilities of the LMS), as well as the technological abilities of their students when
adapting to the online environment. Two of the participants mentioned “biting off more
than [they] could chew” when designing online courses, in an effort to balance the
possibilities provided by the Internet, their technological abilities, and their willingness to
commit the time to the activity. Several participants described scaling back from more
extravagant course design based on what they were able to successfully implement
online.
The participants also expressed concerns about losing content, systems crashing,
and other travails associated with using technology. As one participant pointed out, “just
one experience (e.g., hard drive crash) creates hesitation and some distrust in
technology.” Another participant mentioned fear when initially tasked with course
design. While he felt “comfortable using a PC, learning to use [LMS] was a whole new
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area to conquer.” Participants expressed the need to expand their skill set to learn how to
use the LMS, and technology in general (e.g., “things just keep changing…. I try to keep
current with technology but it is a constant battle”).
Time Requirement
The participants described adapting to the time requirements of designing and
teaching online courses. In a traditional course, the time required for instructors is
relatively predictable. The course has a set schedule (day/time of week) and student
interaction is largely limited to class time, with a few students occasionally visiting
during office hours. Traditional courses are less planned, according to the participants. In
comparison, online courses often need to be designed for the entire semester or quarter,
with participants reporting a need to plan the course in advance. The participants felt
pressure to “get something online” in advance of online courses opening for students,
while juggling other professional commitments. The participants expressed amazement at
the time necessary to scout for materials, learn new technology, and overwhelmingly, the
time involved interacting with students when adapting to the online environment. To
adapt, the participants develop strategies to try to corral the time needed to design and
teach online courses.
Designing online courses adds time. The participants reported spending more time
to create online course compared to a traditional course. Several participants mentioned
the ability to improvise a face-to-face course, but noted that this was not possible online.
Participants stressed the link between course design and teaching as they discussed the
time involved in online courses. The participants emphasized the need to prepare an
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online course, resulting in more work upfront. Several of the participants acknowledged
the importance of taking time in advance of the start of the course to carefully plan the
course. By planning ahead, the time commitment of teaching the course can be reduced,
according to one participant.
“Learning technology takes time, too.” Participants also discussed the time
involved in learning and using technology. One participant noted her development time
was increased each time her institution changed LMS. Another participant pointed out
that he is the content expert, editor, writer, and videographer for his courses. While
pleased with his ability to perform in these capacities, he suggested the time involved in
online courses is much greater than face-to-face courses, as a result of these duties.
Online courses do not have a set schedule. The participants noted that time
instructing online courses is spent differently than in traditional courses. In a traditional
course, “an instructor can pontificate for two and a half hours a week and think that they
have taught; an online instructor can’t do that—it is an everyday job, always present,
always on my mind. Students must be dealt with continually.” This sentiment was
repeated by many participants, who expressed the need to be involved with online
students is much greater than with their face-to-face students.
Adapting instruction for a new delivery format. The participants explained that
instruction in the online format is different. Rather than standing in front of students and
answering questions for the whole class to hear, or giving quick feedback during class
discussions, online instructors often respond to learners singularly and provide more
feedback to ensure understanding. The participants reported finding out that activities
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online tend to involve more instructor time, so they adapt assignments accordingly. The
participants remain focused on designing the course around the objectives and goals, but
they are mindful that they need to develop activities that will not be overwhelming to
grade and provide feedback.
Students reach out at all times of the day and night. Time plays a part in
interactions with students, as a product of the connection between designing and teaching
online courses. In a traditional classroom, an instructor can answer questions in class and
improvise. This is not possible with online courses. While most of the instructors have set
up question and answer forums within their courses, students often reach out directly to
instructors. The instructors feel a commitment to respond to students. With online
courses, students have the ability to ‘be in class’ around the clock, seven days a week.
Students with questions and concerns reach out to instructors, often expecting an instant
or near instant response based on their previous experiences with electronic
communication. This can be difficult to endure or exhilarating for instructors. Some
participants enjoy the opportunity to thoughtfully respond to students online, pointing out
that answers to questions can be supported with additional information (e.g., links,
attachments) and the instructor’s response can be richer than in a face-to-face setting, as a
result of having time to reflect on the subject. In addition, a participant mentioned the
ability to respond to students without waiting for the next scheduled class meeting, a
benefit over face-to-face courses. One participant noted that responding to students
quickly was necessary to set an example of the behavior expected from the students.
Another participant communicated to her students that she would be offline Thursday
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through Sunday. She did this, in part, to encourage students to look at the assignment
well in advance of the due date (Sunday), and to stimulate students to communicate with
her without the additional pressure of a deadline. This tactic also helps to balance her
time working online. Almost all of the participants mentioned the volume of questions
students asked online. The participants often discussed the need to consider how to
provide better quality feedback in less time when designing online courses.
Participants worry that they need to monitor students more. There are time
sensitive activities that can impact the course experience for students and instructors that
are unique to the online environment. Participants mentioned that online courses should
be monitored, since the students could conceivably be online anytime. One participant
worried that students might be rude or offensive to a classmate and she would not catch
the transgression quickly enough. A participant noted that in a face-to-face discussion in
class, should someone make an irresponsible or indelicate comment she is present to
correct the situation and re-focus the group. Online she is less likely to notice this
problem without setting up text notifications to her mobile device to get notified of each
comment made in the course. While this is an effective way to monitor the discussion
board, this practice takes additional time and effort, especially compared to a traditional
class discussion that is bounded by time and place.
Online courses create new time expectations for students, too. The participants
mentioned that online learning takes more time for the students, an element of online
learning that must be taken into account when designing the course. A participant
suggested students must be on task more, taking more responsibility for their own
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learning than with face-to-face learning. Several participants noted the need to scale back
on assignments so that they could provide sufficient feedback to students.
Online design and teaching are new, different activities, added on to other
responsibilities. Faculty instructors are obligated to research, publish, and provide service
to the university and profession, so the time involved in designing and teaching an online
course is an element of concern. The participants noted that a lot of work involved with
online course design does not leave sufficient time for research and service activities
required for promotion and tenure. There was a suggestion that online course design
should be a paid activity or be compensated through load adjustment.
Course Design Quality
Some instructors designing online courses must also conform to different
evaluation tools than they are accustomed to in face-to-face courses. In a traditional
classroom, instructors are in charge of the course content and delivery with very little
oversight. Depending on an institution’s policies, online courses are sometimes subject to
quality oversight in the form of quality evaluation instruments. During the interviews,
participants were asked if they use a quality evaluation instrument, and if they did, which
instrument, and why that particular instrument. The only participants who reported using
a course quality evaluation instrument worked at institutions that subscribe to Quality
Matters (QM) (seven participants) or were employed by institutions requiring use of the
Quality Online Learning and Teaching (QOLT) instrument (three participants). Quality
evaluation instruments impact adaptation to the online environment for some of the
participants in this study.
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There was lack of consensus regarding evaluation instruments and training for
quality. Participants reported mixed feelings in regards to online course quality
evaluation instruments and training. Some participants reported that the quality
evaluation instruments and training helped them organize their courses better. In other
cases, memories of the training had faded (“I did Quality Matters training during a really
busy semester”) or the training was viewed more as “a hurdle” than as useful professional
development. QM emerged as the most noted evaluation instrument in this study due to
the volume of participants who were at institutions demanding its use.
Some of the participants indicated that the benefits of a quality evaluation
instrument include meeting expectations or standards. These participants like the
structure provided by these instruments, and felt using an evaluation instruments adds
clarity, and helps to draw attention to accessibility and student services. Another
instructor equated QM to training wheels on a bicycle, suggesting that a “typical” course
may benefit from the structure and support QM offers. However, this particular
participant noted that just because a course meets QM standards “it may still be boring….
QM doesn’t focus enough on engagement.”
Who measures course quality? What is quality? These were other concerns as
well. Participants indicated a desire to have an instrument that is less prescriptive than is
currently available at their institution. One instructor pointed out that the QM reviewers
on his campus were former students that had not progressed much beyond his course, and
he would have more faith in receiving comments about his course from trusted peers.
Others felt the instruments seemed redundant and overbearing. Following the evaluation
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instrument was restrictive to one participant; she reported feeling “like [she is] being
manipulated with something that doesn’t match [her] learning strategies.” This makes her
feel compromised. The term “lockstep” was used to describe using an evaluation
instrument, and a participant suggested that the instrument seemed less relevant for adult
learners. Several participants cited additional reasons why their learners and courses were
unique and the current instrument were not a good fit. Other participants also mentioned
that evaluation instruments feel too rigid and regimented, and encroach on academic
freedom. The participants appreciate the ability to present content in a manner that avoids
a “generic” or “cookie cutter” approach, terms that some of the participants associate
with the use of an evaluation instrument.
There is a desire for course quality. The participants work to design online
courses that promote an effective learning experience. They are definitely in favor of
quality online courses. But, as one participant mentioned, “online course quality [at his
institution] is like the wild west.” He desires some sort of validation but he does not like
the idea of a formal evaluation instrument [i.e., QM]. The participants, for the most part,
indicated that having a system where someone in their department (“a trusted peer”)
reviews their online courses would be of more value to them than a national evaluation
instrument. The participants indicated that their colleagues have greater knowledge of the
students and content involved in the courses, and would be able to provide more valuable
feedback than using a specific instrument. One participant described a standardized
evaluation instrument as being “like training wheels” but stated a course peer review
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(from a colleague) offered an “opportunity to focus more on the students’ experience”
and would provide better feedback for him.
Quality is important for online courses and face-to-face courses. The participants
readily agreed that quality is important in education. However, the participants reported
the addition of quality evaluation instruments and training for online courses seems
unfair. In the traditional classroom the instructor is clearly in charge with little oversight,
the participants pointed out. One participant noted that institutions “work to hire great
professors, and [the institution] should get out of the way and let them teach.” Several
participants suggested that face-to-face courses get away with less quality monitoring
than online courses. Some participants indicated that quality assurance should apply
equally to both formats.
Adaptation and its Strategies
The instructors reinterpret the conditions they experience in the online
environment in relation to what is known. The participants adapt to the online
environment using their background in traditional education as a base. The participants
repeatedly referenced face-to-face instruction with statements like, “with face-to-face you
can get away with more last minute things,” “online course design is more specific,” and
“an online course must be built in advance.”
As a part of the coding of the findings of the study, I identified several categories
related to the strategies instructors used to design online courses. I categorized these
strategies as the theme “online course design strategies.” These are the online course
design strategies that instructors use to adapt to the online environment. While online
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course design is often considered a separate activity from online instruction (e.g., when
an instructional designers design a course for an instructor), for the participants in this
study, the two tasks are intertwined. Actions are taken to design online courses that
facilitate instruction. The participants endeavor to accommodate what they know from
traditional instruction about pedagogy, technology, and content to the online
environment. For example, the participants describe using online course design strategies
to help the students navigate through online courses. They also described using
technology as a way to connect with students online, as a way to “see” students. Often,
the participants use discussion forums, group work, or peer review to increase interaction
in online courses. The participants indicated a change in social order online, so they use
online course design strategies that include replying to student emails with carefully
measured responses to adapt to the online environment. The participants reported using
strategies when designing online courses to help the courses run smoothly, taking into
account the differences between face-to-face and online instruction.
In this section I discuss strategies instructors use in the online environment. These
strategies have been categorized as:


Navigation,



“Seeing” online,



Interaction, and



Social order.
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Navigation
In a traditional classroom, the path is clear. Learners know (from past experience)
to walk down the hallway, open the door and sit down. Even though courses are held in
different buildings the basic cues are there (e.g., room number, door, chairs) to provide
the learner with information as to what to do. Online courses do not have these cues.
Often online courses within the same university use different formats. Instructors try to
design online courses that are easy to navigate as a way to get students through “the
door” to the content.
Helping students get to class. The participants described the frustration students
experience when they have trouble accessing a course for the first time or when students
are able to sign in but don’t understand how to get around the course. In response, the
instructors use strategies to ensure that all students can navigate through the course
successfully. Many participants favor templates to help provide cues for learners, so the
focus can be on substantial areas of the course. A participant pointed out that he uses a
course design template, “even though it is not amazing,” to provide alignment, hierarchy,
contrast, and consistency of content placement. He pointed out that “you can’t have
information wherever the professor wants—these students are going into debt—don’t
make them hunt to do the work!” Participants noted that learning how to create easy
pathways for students to understand where to find assignments, how to complete
modules, and how to turn in work is an important first step for students in online courses,
which is facilitated by good design.
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Easy to navigate courses help students and instructors. Helping the students
know where to find information as quickly and simply as possible helps the course run
more smoothly, according to the participants. One participant pointed out that she used to
think students reaching out to ask questions about navigation was interaction, but then
she realized it was just confusion. She indicated that now her goal in online courses is to
have questions about content, not about navigation. Clear navigation and course structure
cuts down on panicked calls and messages from students. The participants mentioned that
while the LMS facilitates adding content, the LMS does not necessarily contribute to ease
of navigation for the student.
Chunking content helps students navigate. Breaking content into ‘chunks’ or
modules was frequently indicated as an important strategy to help students navigate
online courses. Participants break the course content up into chunks or lessons, and they
also break individual pieces up. For instance, a participant recalled a screencast she
recorded to describe a specific sticky point in the lesson. The recording took too long, so
she broke it into two pieces. “Too long and the students check out,” she warned.
Participants described another benefit of having the content “chunked” is being able to
align specific learning objectives with the instruction, activities, and assessments. This
strategy also helps to ensure that work is broken down for the students and the
instructors. Adding dates to the chunked content (i.e., modules) also helps pace the
course and makes it easier for student to understand expectations.
“Seeing” Online
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In a traditional classroom, the instructor and students share eye contact and
physical presence. In an online course, the instructor and students are separated by time
and distance. The instructors crave what they know from traditional instruction. Eye
contact, body language and verbal responses provide feedback and connection in face-toface instruction (Bower, 2001). A frequent complaint from the participants was the
inability to see “the whites of students’ eyes” or, in other words, to have eye contact with
students. The participants reported difficulty in teaching without “seeing” the students’
reaction to content. To overcome this challenge, strategies are developed.
Eye contact is familiar to instructors. The instructors report using technology as a
way to “see” students. The participants explained that in a face-to-face course, eye
contact between an instructor and student acknowledges presence, confirms
understanding, or indicates confusion. In an online course, according to the participants,
it can be more difficult to communicate these elements. However, the participants use
technology to overcome the problems created by technology, by adding video chat and
tools like VoiceThread, to virtually “see the whites of students’ eyes.”
Students also expect eye contact. Lack of eye contact is also a problem for
students. The participants often remarked on the large volume of questions from students.
One participant explained the propensity of students to ask questions online as an attempt
to be reassured from their concern of being alone online. “Are you there? I can’t see you”
was often the feeling expressed by the participants in regards to students, and how the
participants felt students perceived others in the course, when unable to interact directly
with each other. One strategy to combat this issue, mentioned by several participants, is
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using a general question and answer forum for students to ask questions. By making this
forum available to the whole class, instructors are potentially able to answer questions
and avoid repeating questions. Participants also frequently encourage students to jump in
and respond to questions, in an effort to build a community and reduce their own
workload.
Participants are curious about “seeing” what their students see. A participant
described feeling unsure of the students’ perception of the course. In a traditional course,
the participant reported, he felt more aware of how students perceive the course, as a
result of his years as a student and instructor. Participants reported wanting to “see the
course from the students’ view.” Even though “student view” is a common feature in
LMS it is not always the actual student view of the screen that the participants want to
understand. The participants described a curiosity in how it feels to be a student in an
online course, or, in other words, the person logging into the course, interacting with
content and classmates. One participant clarified her point by describing an interest in
knowing how it feels to be the student, sitting in their “space” dependent on the speed of
the Internet, and looking at the course, isolated from classmates and the instructor. She
and others mentioned it is hard to gauge the clarity of communications online, until the
course is released for students. One participant described the difficulty in “trying to guess
what students will read or look at in the course.” Another participant worried that
students might feel “like a cog in an assembly line” if her prose was not personal or was
somehow misinterpreted. One participant wondered, “What troubles do [students] have?
Is [the system] slow? Where are the stumbles?”
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Once the course is deployed, there is often a delay in response from students,
since the students typically do not view the course all at once or respond immediately.
The time delay in messages between students and the instructor can impact relationship
building and engagement in online courses, stated another participant. This is further
complicated by the inability to “see” the student. To help address time-lapse, the
participant suggested using multiple forms of media (e.g., images, video, voice) to
develop social presence.
Participants want to “see” successful moments. An ‘aha!’ moment, described by
the participants as the moment when students comprehend an important lesson, is
valuable feedback for the instructor that helps to increase satisfaction in the course for the
instructor and students. The participants mentioned that, compared to face-to-face
classes, it is hard to “see” an ‘aha!’ moment online. To help increase their connection
with the students to “see” if and when this moment happens, participants describe
incorporating activities that encourage the student to use newly developed knowledge and
skills in an authentic manner. Students respond with a new type of ‘aha!’ moment online:
Several of the participants noted student reflections on assignments about “actually being
able to use” what they (the students) are learning in “real life,” thus providing the
instructors and students additional satisfaction. For example, one participant boasted
about a note she had received from a student using skills from a lesson in his job. Another
participant described the excitement she felt in hearing that a student received a job offer
after visiting a professional as part of an assignment for her online course.
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Interaction
Learners and the instructor interact with each other through conversation and eye
contact in a traditional classroom, as a byproduct of physical presence. Learners often
interact with one another in the classroom, either as a result of walking through a door
together, asking questions, or as a result of being in the same classroom, at the same time,
for the same course. When instructors are designing online courses they use strategies
(e.g., discussion forums) to recreate the classroom environment to stimulate studentinstructor interaction, student-student interaction, and student-content interaction.
Participants use technology to connect with students online. Tactics used by the
participants include videotaping the grading process so that students could understand, in
detail, the grading remarks. Other participants meet with students over voice and video
calls (e.g., FaceTime, Skype) to provide face-to-face communication. One participant
mentioned making a video to show where she grades, including the view from her desk,
to help connect with students. Another instructor mentioned that she spends more
“quality time” responding to online students, since she is able to type, rather than
handwrite her feedback. She also appreciates that by communicating through the open
channels of an online course, she is able to ask a clarifying question when grading and
get a response from a student. This interaction creates a richer learning experience for
students. The ability to provide individual feedback to each and every student, while
involving a great deal of time, is one of the elements that creates a stronger learning
experience for the students, according to the participants.
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Online design and teaching strategies help students interact. Online education was
described by participants as “more deliberate than face-to-face” courses. Instructors
acknowledged an advantage in online courses, compared to face-to-face instruction, is the
ability to require everyone in the course to contribute. Participants often start online
conversations by asking students to post introductory videos, or other personal images.
This strategy aids in involving students and helps them identify with other students
within the course. Discussion forums are common. However, as the participants
frequently pointed out, these discussions are different than a discussion in a traditional
course, in which two to three loquacious students will frequently answer every question
(“the battle of the fastest hand”), while three to four students in the class will not speak
throughout the semester. The participants appreciate the ability to draw students out and
bring them into the course through online discussion. Reflection journals were also
mentioned as a way to “hear” students online.
One participant noted that the “students’ feeling of success is based on interaction
and communication, not on course content.” The participants create strategies to
encourage interaction, expressing a need to add variety to the course activities to avoid
repetition and boredom. Discussion board fatigue is a danger in online courses according
to the participants, so they add guest speakers and use tools like VoiceThread to help
“humanize” the course. Additional frequent strategies used by the participants include
group work and peer review. One participant frequently paired students to encourage
interaction and help facilitate understanding in the course. Another participant described
starting online courses with an activity that requires each student to communicate,
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followed by additional activities that incorporate pairs of students. Later in the course,
she adds activities that involve larger groups of students. By having students interact with
each other online, the participants bridge the distance between learners. One participant
described holding several video conferences a week throughout the semester to help
students understand concepts. Another participant holds mandatory online sessions once
a week, starting with an online welcome meeting, as a way to encourage group
interaction. The participants echoed the sentiment that, “Success comes from making
connections, not content” (Anand, 2016) in describing their online course design.
The participants see value in designing authentic assignments for online courses
to facilitate student-content interaction. In part, because these assignments are well
received by students (e.g., “students love assignments that they can use”) but also as a
way to take students outside of the virtual atmosphere into a space grounded by reality.
Many of the assignments described by participants incorporate reaching out to friends
and experts face-to-face: observations, interviews, and group activities demand students
walk outside of the virtual classroom to interact with others. One participant noted the
ability for online students to use content authentically by designing activities where the
students apply their new knowledge and produce an artifact. Another participant
described wanting students to “get away from the computer” and stated she often “gives
students assignments to go and observe meetings or professionals at work.” One
participant stated he likes to “prime students for what they are going to do” so he tries to
be “strategic by picking authentic activities.” Participants frequently described working
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to make assignments engaging and relevant to the students’ lives for the purpose of
improving learner-content interaction.
Social Order
In a traditional classroom, the layout of the room or the instructor’s position
(standing up, by a desk, or behind a podium, in the center of room) signify social
importance, as does his or her delivery of course content in the form of a lecture or as the
director of the conversation. In face-to-face classrooms, teachers address questions about
content. This is true online, but in addition, online instructors also deal with questions
regarding technology or student services. While happy to answer questions about content,
the participants were not always able to help students solve technological issues. This
frustrated and surprised some of the participants. The online course environment (shaped
by the course design and instruction) changes the social dynamics found in a traditional
classroom.
Students have additional autonomy online. The participants reported the existence
of a different type of relationship with online students. More than one participant
indicated, that in person, they lecture on a subject, ask students questions, and encourage
classroom discussion. In online courses, they use discussion forums and activities to
encourage students to log in and engage. The participants noted that students can log into
an online course whenever they want. A participant pointed out that this forces the
students to initiate action. In a traditional course, the participant pointed out, he calls on
students and they do not have the luxury of not replying immediately.
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Students behave differently online. The participants described sometimes having
difficulty with the sequence of what students’ view online. One participant stated,
“students won’t listen to lectures or play videos…they just jump to the assignment.” This
creates more issues for her, since students are then less likely to understand the
assignment. To combat this tendency, some participants assign “prerequisite” labels
within the LMS to ensure students must click on instructions. Another participant
described making critical information bold, to draw attention to it, but even then he was
not sure if this tactic was effective in making students notice the information. A
participant suggested he felt “in the dark” about the students’ readiness to learn (e.g.,
equipped with proper technology, interest in the subject matter), and preparation to be
self-reliant. Participants reported displeasure when students had not set up notifications
within the LMS, or failed to regularly log in and be an active member in the course.
Participants mentioned some online students feel empowered to speak freely,
without the scrutiny of other students typically present in a traditional classroom.
Students may feel freer to debate and even challenge the instructor, when not in a face-toface context. As a result, participants sometimes felt students were strident or more
emotional online, compared to a face-to-face course. One participant mentioned seeing a
different side of students–especially when technology was an issue or there were
questions about an assignment with an approaching due date. When students become
emotional, she must remind herself “why the students are reacting that way” and remain
calm. The participants indicated emotional engagement is a potential land mine. Students,
in frustration, may send quick messages via the LMS or emails, that may be interpreted
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differently than intended, a condition psychologists label ‘communication disconnect’
(Kruger, Epley, Parker, & Ng, 2005). Another participant noted that online “everything
seems magnified.” Acknowledging this tendency encourages the participants to carefully
measure responses, particularly when responding to frustrated students, and work to
design courses that are clear and organized.
Outcomes
I categorized the consequences of the participants’ behavior (i.e. the outcomes)
after identifying the themes of adaptation and online course strategies. The outcomes
have been sorted into the following categories:


Benefits of online courses, and



Online is “different.”

Benefits of Online Courses
Benefits of online touted. For the participants, acceptance occurred as a result of
“figuring out how to do what they wanted to do” in the new environment. One participant
described her initial unease because she “is very interactive” and had to figure out how to
replicate the feeling of being with her students online. In general, the participants were
quick to mention benefits of online courses. Most of the participants mentioned accepting
online courses after realizing the multimodal possibilities available to online course
designers. The participants noted that online courses provide a chance to do more for
students. A participant mentioned the ability to expand students’ learning beyond
classroom walls and the transparency (e.g. all grades and comments posted online) of the
online courses. One participant noted that online courses are still unbridled by many
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rules, with freedom to innovate and take risks, which is appealing. Another participant
suggested that “online courses provide an opportunity to be expansive.”
Another participant mentioned “if you designed every course with the same rigor,
you’d have better face-to face courses.” Many of the participants boasted of their ability
to systematically design courses that incorporate rich media to support learning
objectives. The range of materials available on the Internet—web recordings, videos,
readings—were cited as being appealing. Other participants mentioned the power of
online learning, including the ability to be creative and develop authentic activities that
drive learning. One participant noted the ability to design a course that is socially and
culturally responsible online, by including racial, ethnic, and gender diversity in images
and text selections. This approach encourages students to look beyond their own
worldview. Other participants viewed helping students gain confidence in an online
format as an added benefit of developing and teaching online. For example, one
participant who instructs students in a traditionally difficult subject described providing
“lots of contact and support” through a wide range of technology (e.g., web conference
calls, short videos, detailed comments on assignments, screen sharing).
Other participants realized that designing and teaching online has helped them
develop better habits (“I plan full semesters now for both formats”). An additional benefit
to online courses, according to the participants, is having an opportunity to review the
course content, as it is designed, to make it more engaging for students. This helps
instructors reflect on the course and the learners. This is a more elaborate process than
simply making a syllabus for a face-to-face course since participants’ report designing
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online courses fully in advance of deployment. Online instructors are able to actually
view the course and its content, not just a summary or the course highlights. The
participants were proud of their ability to create interactive, meaningful courses that help
students learn.
Selling online courses. During the interview process I did not indicate my stance
on online course design or learning, and I often felt that the participants were “selling”
online courses to me as an effective form of instruction. After this happened repeatedly, a
theme emerged from the data suggesting the need for instructors to demonstrate the
advantages of online course design, in a quest for acceptance and validation. Some
participants talked about learning pedagogical principles by participating in QM training
(e.g., aligning objectives, assignments, and assessments). One participant stated that his
online course was superior to his traditional courses due to the amount of planning
involved in the online course. The opportunity to design online courses has helped the
participants to teach better in their face-to-face classes. For example, one participant
suggested face-to-face courses could be improved by using the chunked content and
authentic activity process inherent in online courses instead of the typical traditional
lecture format.
The participants described trying to persuade others to accept the advantages of
online courses. One participant was pushing her department to add additional online
learning opportunities for students, including practicums traditionally observed by
instructors traveling to the student’s workplace. She pointed out that it is difficult for
instructors who are not familiar with online courses to understand the benefits. She
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indicated that having the students record a video of themselves, in lieu of an instructor
being present to observe, would allow the instructor and student an opportunity to watch
the student’s performance together, rewind critical points to highlight, correct, and praise
behavior. She said that “members of her department have trouble seeing beyond the socalled isolation of online learning to see the potential benefits.” Using technology to recreate face-to-face contact, or creating a course without this condition, is daunting to
some instructors at her institution. Others (like the participants in this study), having tried
the format, see benefits to designing and teaching online courses.
Online is “Different”
Designing online courses involves different knowledge and skills than those used
face-to-face. The participants must figure out new ways to present content, learn new
technology, and expand their skillset beyond the skills normally used in a face-to-face
classroom. For example, the participants described working to figure out different
elements of a course (e.g., course technology) on their own. This contrasts with
traditional teaching, according to the participants. A participant mentioned that in “online
courses you can’t lecture and do an activity, followed by a discussion in a neat and tidy
unit…. online doesn’t work that way.” As a result, she learned (using online course
design strategies and adapting to the online environment) to “think differently” and
described “accepting what I could and could not do online.” A participant described
“learning ‘techy stuff’ to help students,” which made her feel like she was “embarking
into the unknown.” This sense of exploration was described as “stretching” by another
participant. She stated she “learns by doing” and has experienced “personal growth not
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possible in my regular classroom.” Another participant described getting help “from IT
(informational technology) department, not my peers like I usually do.”
The participants described feeling like “outliers” or “pioneers” in their acceptance
of online courses. Many of the participants were the only ones in their department to
design and instruct online courses. Other participants were part of a department that
offered more online courses than other departments at their college or university. This
aspect of doing something different than the majority of their colleagues (either within
their department or at their college or university) was mentioned frequently in interviews.
Working outside of the norm can be difficult. Another participant stated he “felt like he
was helping his profession” by being an online course designer and instructor. This
feeling of doing something new or different both inspired and bothered the participants.
One instructor mentioned the disconnect between accepting face-to-face courses and
online courses may be “because we are more familiar with face-to-face.” Another
participant mentioned that while an online course might seem “static, it is a process that
could be improved through collaboration with others. We need to work within [our]
department to build upon each other… we can do better than we do now.”
Participants struggle with acceptance from stakeholders. While the participants
have learned to accept online courses as valuable, they still struggle with other
stakeholders’ acceptance. Students often sign up for online courses assuming that it will
be easier than a face-to-face course, according to the participants. Colleagues are also a
problem. Several participants noted a divide between those instructors who have taught
online and understand advantages of the medium, and those who have yet to develop or
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teach an online course, who are concerned that an online course may result in a lesser
learning experience. Administrators were also mentioned as being less understanding
about the time commitment involved in online courses. A participant mentioned that
course design is not “seen as influential in tenure…it is a second class activity.”
The participants yearn for others to realize the effort they describe putting into
online courses, and indicated a desire for others to realize the benefits of the format. One
participant described a desire for “peer feedback from people I know and respect.” A
participant described “feeling more personally connected online” and working to help
“bring students into discussion” in hopes that the students will also feel more connected.
She also described “the multimedia possibilities that [LMS] provides” and stated that she
thought “students might enjoy this smorgasbord” and take more online courses.
The issue of online being “different” became especially clear as participants
discussed student evaluations. Participants frequently remarked that their online courses
earn lower evaluations from students and that their online evaluations are not on par with
what they are accustomed to with their face-to-face courses. This causes concern among
the participants because they feel part of the student evaluations are colored by the ease
of use of the LMS or the students’ own proficiency with technology, items beyond the
participants’ control. A participant yearned for “true honest feedback from students,”
indicating that he often felt online evaluations were shadowed by extraneous elements—
including “the simple fact that the course was online.” He stated “a need to break away
from face-to-face as the gold standard” and be “realistic about the differences” between
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online and traditional formats. Both, according to this participant, deserve to viewed as
“viable learning experiences.”
Desire for Acceptance
The online environment offers similarities to face-to-face instruction, yet it is
“different.” While online education is growing, the participants still described feeling like
“pioneers” in their acceptance of online education. The participants have the benefit of
having experienced both online and face-to-face education. As a result of their experience
with online course design and instruction, the participants were often eager to tout the
benefits of online courses. They want others (e.g., students, colleagues, and
administrators) to also realize that online education offers benefits. The categorization of
the outcomes (i.e., benefits of online courses and online is “different”) led me to identify
the main concern of the participants (i.e., core category) as a desire for acceptance.
Acceptance involves gaining approval. With traditional courses, there is often automatic
acceptance, regardless of actual quality, that a course has value, according to the
participants. The participants in this study crave a similar acceptance for online courses.
The participants noted that online courses are often considered to be of less value or
lower quality than face-to-face courses. This bothered them, but they understand. A
participant summed up instructors’ concerns by stating, “when an instructor looks at
online course design he is concerned with how to replicate learning outcomes in face-toface. We often revert back to face-to-face. That is what we know. It is hard to picture the
unknown.” Another participant noted that before designing and teaching online he was
“used to face-to-face courses, just like everyone else…. teaching online was awkward at
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the start.” Many of the participants described being initially wary when asked to teach an
online course, because they too were concerned about the legitimacy of the format. One
participant indicated that at first she was opposed to online learning, but after teaching in
the format, surprisingly, she has become a spokesperson for online courses. She, and the
other participants, yearn for acceptance of online courses from students, colleagues, and
administrators.
Summary
The themes of adaptation, online course design strategies, and the core category
of desire for acceptance were identified as important elements to the participants of this
study. The participants adapt to the online environment by reinterpreting traditional
education. They utilize online course design strategies to gain acceptance for online
courses as they adapt to the online environment. The participants’ desire for acceptance
of online courses emerged as the main concern for tenured and tenure track instructors
designing online courses at public four-year colleges and universities. Chapter Five
provides a discussion of the results, presentation of the theory, limitations, and the value
of the research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS
This chapter discusses the findings, beginning with a statement of the problem,
followed by a review of the research question and interpretation of the data presented in
Chapter Four. This chapter endeavors to connect the literature reviewed in Chapter Two
with the findings presented in Chapter Four. A theory is presented based on the data
collected and analyzed from interviews with tenured and tenure-track instructors at public
four-year colleges and universities. As discussed in Chapter Three, the theory provides a
generalized picture, not a specific picture of the entities. In this chapter the following
subjects will be discussed in the following order:
1. A statement of the problem.
2. The research question.
3. A discussion of the results.
4. The theory of adaptation and acceptance in online course design.
5. The limitations and transferability of the theory of adaptation and
acceptance in online course design.
6. The value of the research.
Statement of the Problem
Research indicates online courses are offered at 89% of public four-year
institutions (Schrum et al., 2005), and online course offerings represent the fastest
growing sector of higher education (Haynie, 2015; Means et al., 2010). With the growth
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of online education, more instructors have been asked to design online courses (Baran et
al., 2011; Brigance, 2011; Cochran, 2015; Kidder, 2015). There are many benefits to
using instructors to design online courses: they are subject matter experts, attuned to the
learners, and already a part of the institution. A national survey of 10,700 college and
university faculty instructors found that “over 80 percent of faculty involved in online
teaching and/or development are involved in both the development and the teaching
aspects” (Seaman, 2009, p. 21).
Designing an online course involves planning, organizing, and structuring the
course (Baran et al., 2011). The “ability to design courses well is usually the most
limiting factor” (Fink, 2003, p. 34) in teaching effectively online. Course design is
connected to learning outcomes in online instruction. Good course design has an impact
on the experience of students and instructors, thus impacting learning outcomes and
student retention. Online course design is an important part of online education that
impacts learning and perceived course quality by students (Moore & Kearsley, 2011).
Research provides information on the importance of marrying technology,
pedagogy, and content in online courses. Course design influences interaction (York &
Richardson, 2012). Research indicates the importance of interaction (Bernard et al., 2009;
Lewis & Abdul-Hamid, 2006; Nwankwo, 2015; Roblyer & Wiencke, 2004), social
learning (Anand, 2016), and engagement (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) in online
courses. Transitioning to online courses provides instructors an opportunity to consider
alternative means of instruction and assessment (Shea et al., 2004), but the literature
reviewed failed to provide details about instructors’ perceptions of online course design.
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Research Question
The research question addressed in this study is: What do tenured and tenure-track
instructors at public four-year colleges and universities say about the design process of
online courses, and how can it be theorized?
Discussion of Results
I have structured the discussion of results by arranging the themes and categories
in the same order as Chapter Four. The following will be discussed in connection with
existing research:


Adaptation (Theme)
o Background in traditional education
o Available resources
o Learners and content
o Technological challenges
o Time requirement
o Course design quality



Online course design strategies (Theme)
o Navigation
o “Seeing” online
o Interaction
o Social order



Desire for Acceptance (Theme)
o Benefits of online courses
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o Online is “different”
Adaptation
The participants, tenured and tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges
and universities, design online courses by referencing their face-to-face experiences. The
participants described adapting to the online environment as a result of their background
in traditional education, the availability of resources, familiarity with learners and
content, technological challenges, time requirements, and a drive for online course
quality. These conditions were discussed in Chapter Four as categories within the
adaptation theme. As discussed in Chapter Four, adaptation is “the adjustment to
environmental conditions” (Adaptation, 2017). The participants have been tasked to
design online courses. Context drives behavior: when instructors consider how to teach
their students they reflect back to what they know from prior practice and how they were
taught. The participants adapted to the online environment through the process of
instructing learners with technology, using methods and materials adapted from face-toface instruction. The participants are acclimating to the different environment through the
lens of what they do know and understand: face-to-face instruction.
The acknowledgement that online teaching is different than face-to-face
instruction was universal among the participants. Other instructors who have transitioned
from a traditional classroom to online teaching have identified the need for new teaching
methods for the online environment (Whitaker, 2015). Whitaker suggests that a new
teaching philosophy is needed to adapt to an environment that is more student focused,
and the presentation of content must adapt to electronic delivery and access. Researchers
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recommend that online courses should feature learner autonomy while providing content
that has relevance to learners and encourages active and authentic learning (Ke & Kwak,
2013). The participants interviewed in this study acknowledged that designing an online
course is quite different than lecturing to students in a face-to-face situation.
Background in Traditional Education
The participants in this study adapted to the online environment based on their
experiences with teaching and learning in a traditional environment. Participants reported
planning learning experiences and instruction, quickly developing a course, and then
testing and revising materials until an acceptable version is achieved, aspects of
backwards design and rapid prototyping (Gustafson & Branch, 1997). These aspects of
course design appear to be implicitly a part of the participant’s knowledge of instruction
in a traditional classroom. The participants use their previous knowledge and personal
experience to design online courses, similar to the instructional designers in Ertmer et
al.’s (2008) study. In Ertmer et al.’s (2008) study seven instructional designers used their
previous knowledge and personal experience to interpret the problem, and then used a
mental model of the instructional design process to solve the problem. Other research
supports the idea that designers adapt instructional design models to needs (Ertmer et al.,
2009; Kirschner et al., 2002; Silber, 2007). The instructors adapt to the online
environment based on their experiences in traditional instruction. This behavior is based
on a routine of behavior (i.e., habit): it is natural to revert to the most common,
comfortable experience, even in a different space or format (Duhigg, 2013).
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Learners and Content
The participants use what they know (e.g., knowledge about content and learners)
to gather materials and deliver instruction in the process of adapting to online courses.
This is supported by research. Fabry (2009) determined instructors use their content
knowledge and package it for online delivery. A participant reminded me “the curricular
system supports the process of comparing online to face-to-face, starting with course
design: it is easier to use existing resources when designing a new online course.” Smith
et al.’s (2001) research indicated designing an online course helps the instructor reflect
and analyze the content in a new way. Hollerbach (2004) reported the process of
transferring a course online encouraged her to consider what was being taught in the
course, why it was being taught, and the best way to teach the content. The participants in
this study indicated a similar inclination to reflect on their course designs, as a result of
participating in online course design.
Technological Challenges
The participants in this study indicated that their technological abilities and that of
their students (i.e., technological challenges) are additional elements to consider. The
warning that “Mere content knowledge is likely to be as useless pedagogically as contentfree skill” (Shulman, 1986, p. 8) is pertinent to the participants. They described a need to
marry content knowledge with technological skills in order to design effective online
courses. Previous research supports this finding that students must be prepared to learn in
an online learning environment (e.g., knowledgeable about the technology to be used)
(Bozarth, Chapman, & LaMonica, 2004).

105
Time Requirement
The amount of time needed to design online courses, teach and respond to
students was frequently mentioned by the participants. The participants expressed the
need to carefully organize every aspect of an online course with explicit directions, then
package and present the information in an online format, findings also confirmed by
research (Esani, 2010; Miner, 2003). The participants’ indication that online courses
require more development and design time than traditional courses is supported by
research (Betts, 2014; Mandernach et al., 2013; Shea, 2007; Windes & Lesht, 2014).
While the amount of time involved in online course design and teaching was not
quantified by the participants in this study, Tomei (2006) indicated that contact time for
teaching the same course face-to-face and online was 14% greater for the online course,
even with instructors familiar to online teaching. Cavanaugh (2005) suggested the time
difference may be even greater, estimating it is one-and-a-half to two times as much work
as teaching face-to-face. The participants often expressed concern over the time involved
in interacting with students online. Some of the participants mentioned incorporating
social learning within the design of their online courses so that students can interact
without consuming the time of the instructors. This is a time-saving strategy supported by
research (Anand, 2016).
The participants in the study noted the importance of designing online courses to
save time later in instruction. The participants expressed the need to minimize barriers
between students and content and modify face-to-face assignments to allow sufficient
time for grading and feedback. By considering potential navigational/instructional issues
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in advance, when designing courses, instructors can reduce problems and student
frustration. This is a strategy that instructors use to reduce the amount of time spent
responding to student problems. Olson, Mata, and Koszalka (2013) led a discussion about
online course design with a focus group of online students. The students stressed the need
to reduce barriers between students and content. As a result of the study, Olson et al.
(2013) urged course designers to maximize “curriculum navigational freedom while
minimizing curriculum complexity” (Olson et al., 2013, p. 205). Whetten (2007), in
reflecting on principles of effective course design after 30 years as a university professor
and director of the teaching and learning support center at Brigham Young University
(BYU) suggested, “a well-designed course is like a well-written exam: It takes longer to
prepare, but the additional time is more than made up later via faster grading and fewer
student complaints” (p. 355).
Participants in this study suggested more time is required of students in online
courses than in traditional courses. It is time consuming to navigate an online course,
write out discussion comments (often based on a set of standards, such as a word count
requirement), and manage assignments isolated from others in the course. The
participants in this study suggest students must be on task more than when they are in a
traditional course listening to a lecture. Young and Duncan’s (2014) survey of 8,000
students comparing online courses to face-to-face courses rated student effort
significantly higher in online courses, as a result of the increased workload and working
asynchronously. Additional research supports these findings as well (Agosto, Copeland,
& Zach, 2013; Bruce, Young, & Kennedy, 2012; Horspool & Lange, 2012).
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The participants in this study also noted that online communication is more time
consuming than in traditional education. Young and Bruce (2011) suggested specific
instructional design strategies to increase social presence and facilitate communication,
such as embedding technology tools like blogging, instant messaging, and social media,
but these items were not discussed by the participants. The participants in this study and
Green et al.’s (2009) study suggested online students need more technical support to help
reduce the time commitment of instructors trying to solve non-instructional issues.
The participants in this study noted the amount of time needed to gather
resources, learn technology, and add/change content in the LMS, activities that do not
contribute to promotion and are rarely compensated. The participants expressed a desire
to be given additional consideration, through payment for course design time or load
adjustments. Similar concerns were expressed by the 135 online instructors surveyed in
Green et al.’s (2009) study.
Course Design Quality
The participants of this study support online course quality; they feel personally
responsible for the quality of the online courses they design and teach. Part of the
participants’ interest in promoting quality in online courses is a result of their desire for
acceptance as online course designers and instructors. The participants expressed concern
over who monitors online quality. None of the participants had experienced the use of a
formal evaluation instrument of the design of their face-to-face courses, yet several of the
participants work at institutions that utilize a formal online course design quality
evaluation instrument. While some of the participants accepted the use of these
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instruments, having “drank the Kool-Aid” (a term used by participants less accepting of
QM), others did not. The participants, for the most part, indicated that having a system
where someone in their department (“a trusted peer”) review their online courses would
be of more value to them than undergoing review through with the use of a national
evaluation instrument. They also expressed the need to monitor quality for online courses
and traditional courses. However, in general, research supports the use of online course
design instruments (Legon, 2015; Shattuck, 2010) (though this research may be
supported through the national organizations distributing the instruments).
Research suggests instructional design quality guidelines are valued by instructors
(Chao et al., 2010; Chao et al. 2006; Little, 2009; McGahan et al., 2015). However, the
participants in this study did not mention using design quality guidelines. The only
quality guidelines that the participants reported using were QM or QOLT evaluation
instruments, when mandated by a participant’s institution.
Online Course Design Strategies
The participants reported using online course design strategies (e.g., simplifying
navigation) to facilitate instruction. Literature supports the role course design plays in
communicating what is important (Larson & Lockee, 2014) and fostering increased
interest in course content (Canney, 2015). The participants developed online course
design strategies to involve students more within the courses. They described tactics such
as getting each student to respond to discussion questions in online forums and looking at
technology features to support student interaction.
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The participants’ described considering technology features (e.g., being able to
“see” and “hear” students) to design the best way to present content to learners. Shea et
al.’s (2004) study of SUNY online instructors also indicated that transitioning online
provides instructors with an opportunity to consider alternative methods of instruction.
Navigation
The participants in this study felt strongly about the importance of clear
navigation. Research confirms the importance of designing an obvious path for students
to follow to learning outcomes (Anderson et al., 2001; Bradford, 2011; Larson & Lockee,
2014). By using clear elements in course design to steer students through online courses,
students are better able to focus on learning.
Navigation can be facilitated through online course organization. Using a
template to build courses was found to be a good way to provide students and instructors
a consistent look (Shea et al., 2004). The participants in this study suggested a template
helps student navigate courses more easily. The participants also reported chunking
content as a way to help facilitate navigation. Participants in this study indicated having
“all the information [students] needed to begin their learning effectively and in an
organized manner” (Conrad, 2002, p. 216), was important. Conrad found the clarity and
thoroughness of the course details impacted the level of engagement students feel. The
participants in this study also indicated that organization and attention to detail in course
design are important to reduce confusion, and help reduce additional work as a result of
more questions from students. Research indicates students report higher satisfaction when
course content is well-organized (Olson et al., 2013; Paechter et al., 2010).
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“Seeing” Online
The participants reported a need to overcome the lack of social and emotional
cues that they were accustomed to in the traditional classroom. Esani (2010) suggested
that new teaching methods are needed for instructors accustomed to using visual cues to
confirm students’ understanding and involvement. The participants in this study try to
duplicate a traditional environment by adding technological tools like video
conferencing. They describe having class meetings via Skype or Google Hangouts, and
using tools like VoiceThread to “see” students. Research indicates that 55% of
communication is in the form of visual cues (Danesh et al., 2015). Student and instructor
isolation can create distress in online courses (Hara, 2000). As a result, instructors
designing online courses are challenged to create strategies to communicate better with
students.
Interaction
Different types of online interaction were identified in the literature review.
Moore (1989) identified interaction between students, student and content, and students
and instructor as important. Each of these interactions was mentioned by participants in
this study. The participants described strategies of purposefully asking students to interact
with one another for group work, or with content through learning activities. For
example, the participants in this study used discussion forums to increase learning and
interaction, a tactic supported by research (Cain & Pitre, 2008; Liu et al., 2010).
Requiring that students post responses to a discussion prompt can help increase
interaction (Pate et al., 2009; Robinson & Hullinger, 2008).
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The participants described designing online courses to promote student interaction
by including authentic assignments. Research supports the inclusion of authentic
assignments as a way to optimize students’ involvement with content (Carr-Chellman &
Duchastel, 2000; Fabry, 2009; The National Science Foundation Strategic Plan, 2006).
Purposefully developing activities within online courses that encourage interaction also
stimulates learning (Bernard et al., 2009). The participants suggested active learning with
a focus on authentic work increases communication and the learning experience, a
strategy supported by research (Clase et al., 2008). The participants in this study use
student reflection to promote student-content interaction. While the use of reflections in
online courses has been supported in research (Black, Sileo, & Prater, 2000; Herrington
& Oliver, 2002; Seale & Cann, 2000), the participants in this study indicated that the
purpose of reflection as a strategy is to help the students’ knowledge grow, aid in studentinstructor interaction, and provide the instructor an opportunity to take part in the
celebration of learning (i.e., the ‘aha!’ moment).
The participants in this study expressed concern over fostering interaction,
providing feedback, facilitating learning and course organization. These same broad
categories were identified as important strategies by Lewis and Abdul-Hamid (2006).
Lewis and Abdul-Hamid (2006) interviewed 30 graduate and undergraduate instructors at
the University of Maryland University College (UMUC), to understand effective online
strategies. Of particular interest, Lewis and Abdu-Hamid identified these strategies as
similar to a traditional classroom. This aligns with the concept that instructors adapt to
online courses based on their experience in traditional instruction. Lewis and Abdul-
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Hamid identified that much greater emphasis is placed on building a community of
learners in online education. Interaction with others–in this study participants mentioned
colleagues and students–impacts course decisions, similar to the results found by
Christensen and Osguthorpe (2004). Roblyer and Wiencke (2004) suggested that the
amount of interaction within an online course is an indicator of a successful learning
experience and quality online course.
Providing feedback to students was specifically indicated as important to
encourage interaction and develop connections by the participants. This is supported by
research, Pate et al. (2009) suggested that instructors should model behavior, like
thoughtful responses with a personal tone to help build classroom connections and build a
community. One of the participants in this study mentioned the need to set an example
for students by responding promptly to questions. Some of the participants in this study
used video conferencing tools to provide feedback and interact with students. Ice, Curtis,
Phillips, and Wells (2007) compared the use of asynchronous audio feedback in an online
course to text-based feedback. Students (N =34) surveyed reported preferring audio
feedback because the audio helped students understand the nuances of the feedback and
feel more connected to their instructor. Students in another study, however, preferred a
combination of text and audio feedback (Oomen-Early, Bold, Wiginton, Gallien, &
Anderson, 2008), which was used more often by participants in this study. The default in
the studies, however, points to Clark’s (1994) study that the instructional design of a
course has a greater impact on students than the medium.
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Participants discussed needing to adhere to their institution’s policies on QM,
using a template, and described institutional support available to students, elements of
learner-environment interaction (Burnham & Walden, 1997). The participants identified
the need of both the instructor and student to contend with technology (e.g., the LMS,
computer, and software) to navigate and communicate with others in online courses,
components of learner/interface interaction (Wilson & Weiser, 2001). In online courses,
the institution, as part of the environment, intercedes itself to impact course design. In
general, however, the participants of this study, like the learners in Rhode’s (2009) study,
place the most value on interaction between students and content, and students and the
instructor. This finding has also been supported in other research (Gallien & Early, 2008;
Nwankwo, 2015; Perry & Edwards, 2005; Stein et al., 2005).
Social Order
The results of this study confirm that online education requires different ways of
communicating, new teaching strategies, and thus different design strategies (Hu, 2009).
The change in social order, in which learning is no longer transmitted through instructors’
lectures has been frequently argued in research. Fabry (2009) suggested the need to
change the delivery of instruction to one in which students play an active role in the
learning process. Moore and Kearsley (2011) indicated teaching online should
accommodate new ways of learning that incorporate greater involvement of the students
(i.e., emphasizing knowledge construction). Encouraging students to build a community
between themselves has been cited as an effective way to aid students who enjoy the
convenience of learning anytime, anyplace, without the direct presence of an instructor
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(Duffy & Kirkley, 2003). The participants in this study acknowledged that in online
courses students play an active role by using technology to learn for maximum
effectiveness.
The participants also indicated the manner and tone used by online students
appears to them often more fraught with emotions than in the traditional classroom. In
frustration, students may send a distraught message to an online instructor, addressing the
instructor in a manner that would be unacceptable in face-to-face communication. Olson
et al. (2013) found students need to adapt to communicating with instructors online. The
current findings add to existing research by pointing out that online students are less
likely to view the instructor in a formal sense as the person in charge. This may be the
result of not “seeing” the professor leading the course. The online environment can
become an emotionally charged atmosphere when students are concerned about how to
access content and complete assignments. As a result, the participants indicated the
importance of responding to student communication with carefully considered responses.
This finding supports the need for clear and organized online courses to prevent
confusion and promote confidence among learners (Arbaugh, 2004). Eliminating
confusion helps boost students’ satisfaction and reduce communication about non-content
related items. As one participant stated, “students should be focused on learning.” This
also supports the suggestion by participants that online education is “more deliberate than
face-to-face” courses.
The participants’ description of online course design strategies is reminiscent of
the masked man in black dueling on the Cliffs of Insanity (Goldman, 1973). Similar to

115
the masked man in black, holding his sword in either his left or right hand to duel his
ambidextrous foe, the participants are driven to adjust and develop strategies in response
to the need to adapt to the new environment and win over stakeholders. Online instructors
are adapting to the environment using the skills they know in an effort to adapt and gain
acceptance.
Desire for Acceptance
In Chapter Four the desire for acceptance was identified as the core category. The
participants want validation (i.e., desire acceptance) for the online courses they design
and teach. The participants want acknowledgement from their students, colleagues, and
administrators that online courses have similar value as face-to-face courses. The
participants understand the reluctance toward online courses. The participants are aware
that faculty instructors may struggle with the value and legitimacy of online education
(Allen & Seaman, 2016). Yet the participants often described benefits of the online
environment. They are eager to share the online strategies that they have found effective.
Rich content was mentioned by the participants, as they described different strategies for
presenting information. This item was also the most important item in Chapman and
Henderson’s (2010) study of business instructors and online learning coordinators, as
well. This research supports the concept that the online environment is only a carrier (as
per Clark, 1994) for the content the participants work to deliver to students.
Benefits of Online Courses
As a result of designing online courses and implementing strategies with which
they were familiar with from face-to-face instruction, the participants gained personal
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acceptance for instruction in the online environment. The participants in this study were
overwhelmingly proud of their ability to create interactive and meaningful courses that
help students learn. Research has documented the ability of instructors to create
interactive, meaningful online courses that encourage learning (Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009;
Carr‐Chellman & Duchastel, 2000). The participants in this study expressed satisfaction
with their efforts designing and instructing online courses. They expressed concern,
however, that their peers who do not instruct online do not understand the advantages of
the online environment.
Instructors who have taught online view online courses more favorably than
instructors without online experience. In a survey of instructors associated with the
American Association of University Professors (AAUP), Ciabocchi et al. (2016) found
that respondents felt instructors are often insufficiently trained to teach online, there is a
lack of accountability in online courses, and a lack of clarity in how to determine quality
online. Yet, the half of the instructors in Ciabocchi et al.’s study had not taught an online
course before. Allen and Seaman (2012) reported two-thirds of faculty surveyed indicate
face-to-face courses produce superior learning outcomes when compared to online
courses. In both studies, instructors with direct online teaching experience were more
likely to be positive about the quality of online student learning. In Ciabocchi et al.’s
study, 49% of faculty who had never taught online recommended an online course,
compared to 87% of instructors who had taught online. Several of the participants in the
current study noted a divide between instructors who had taught online and appreciated
the advantages of the format, and those who had yet to teach online and were circumspect
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of online courses. The participants in this study reported feeling greater satisfaction with
online courses than their peers who were not involved with online education.
Online is “Different”
The instructors are aware that online courses are “different.” Some of them report
initially being wary about online courses, before becoming online instructors. This is
supported by other research. Bunk, Li, Smidt, Bidetti, and Malize (2015) surveyed 152
part-and full-time faculty from a midsize public university who suggested that instructors
who do not teach online were more likely to experience fear towards the online
environment. The Babson Research Group tracked faculty acceptance of online teaching
for twelve years and found “no more than one-third of chief academic officers reported
that their faculty accepted the value and legitimacy of online education” (Allen &
Seaman, 2016, p. 6). However, faculty at institutions with a large amount of online
students report the most acceptance of online education (Allen & Seaman, 2016).
The participants in this study acknowledge that online is “different” from the
standpoint of student evaluations. The participants in this study indicated their
evaluations from students are lower in online courses, a disconcerting difference of
teaching online (especially since student evaluations are frequently linked to promotion).
The participants in this study worried that some student’s evaluations were influenced by
students’ technological abilities, more than the instruction of the course. This issue is
supported by research. Olson et al.’s (2013) study found students need to adapt to online
courses, and course evaluations tend to be lower online. Green et al.’s (2009) participants
expressed interest in student evaluation instruments that fairly assess how well instructors
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facilitate a course, not on the vagaries of the LMS. In a comparison of student ratings of
instruction, Young and Duncan (2014) compared 11 courses that were taught by the same
instructor using both online and face-to-face delivery methods. Students in face-to-face
instruction rated their instructors significantly higher than the same instructors in online
courses. Young and Duncan suggested, “online instructors be given additional
consideration in tenure, promotion, and reappointment decisions” (p. 76) due to the
likelihood of receiving less positive course evaluations.
The participants in this study have a desire for acceptance of online courses from
colleagues and administrators. They acknowledged that online is “different” yet they
proudly touted the benefits of online course. The participants in this study use online
course design strategies as a way to provide a quality experience for students and try to
gain acceptance for online education.
The Theory of Adaptation and Acceptance in Online Course Design
Instructors who design online courses at public four-year colleges and universities
adapt to the online environment by adjusting what they do in a traditional (e.g., face-toface) classroom for this new environment. The instructors create online courses using
online course design strategies that seek to adapt or improve upon face-to-face instruction
in their quest for acceptance from stakeholders (Figure 6).
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Figure 6.

Visual representation of the theory of adaptation and acceptance in
online course design.

In keeping with grounded theory, the diagram above shows the interrelationships
of the core category and themes, and it takes into account the conditions, context,
contingencies, consequences, and covariances discussed in the beginning of Chapter
Four. These serve as the basis for the consequence of instructor adaptation and adaptive
strategies. The circle in the diagram above represents the online course environment,
which can be closely allied with the technological developments that were earlier
identified as providing the general context in the theoretical coding model described in
Chapter Four. The core category in this study, acceptance, is shown on one side of this
circle, and the second overarching theme of adaptation is shown on the other. The circle
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intersects these two boxes/themes as a confirmation of the outcome category, that “online
is different, as discussed in Chapter Four. This difference means that strategies must be
adapted from outside the online realm, from face-to-face instruction, and that the desire
for acceptance also connects the online instructors interviewed to the institutional, faceto-face world of student assessment results and other factors involved in gaining the
positive approval of peers and superiors. The process of adaptation is based on the
instructors’ background in traditional education in the offline world, the available
resources, instructors’ understanding of the learners and content, technological
challenges, the time requirement of online course design and instruction, and online
course quality expectations. The instructors adapt to the online environment by using
online course design strategies to facilitate navigation, encourage students and instructors
to “see” each other online, and to compensate for the differences in social order. The
online course design strategies serve as a conduit for instructors to adapt to the online
environment in their desire for acceptance from students, colleagues, and administrators
based on the benefits of online courses and as a result of online being “different.” Two
lines with arrows on each endpoint are displayed linking adaptation, online course design
strategies, and acceptance. These lines are used to depict the interplay between the
instructors’ adaptation to the online course environment, the use of online course
strategies, and the instructors’ desire for acceptance. The two lines help to show that the
components of this figure work together: the use of online course strategies help the
instructors adapt to the online environment and serve as ways for the instructors to gain
the acceptance of online courses. The desire for acceptance is evident in the instructors’
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use of online course design strategies that often mimic, reconfigure, or translate face-toface education as the instructors adapt to the online environment. For example,
instructors mimic traditional face-to-face discussions by using online discussion forums.
Instructors add group work to online courses to increase student interaction,
reconfiguring the activity to allow students to interact virtually. Instructors try to "see”
the students (as they are accustomed to in face-to-face courses) by using video
conferencing tools, in an attempt to translate face-to-face education online. The theory of
adaptation and acceptance in online course design is discussed further below.
Adaptation
Even though instructors know that online courses are different, they continue to
compare online instruction to face-to-face instruction. Instructors adapt to the online
environment by incorporating what they are familiar with from face-to-face instruction,
based on their background in traditional education. They use available resources from
existing face-to-face courses and information from the Internet. They adapt to
technological challenges and technological developments, and to different time
requirements. The instructors note the need for the administration to acknowledge the
additional time involved in designing online courses when compared to face-to-face
courses. Furthermore, there are still differences perceived by faculty in the value and
legitimacy of online education compared to face-to-face courses, according to surveys of
chief academic officers (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2016).
Typically, the instructors are not subject to a set evaluation instrument in their
face-to-face courses, beyond student evaluations. However, some institutions use
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evaluation instruments to certify the quality of online courses (e.g., QOLT, QM). For the
most part, the current evaluation instruments fail to support the validation that the
instructors are seeking. The instructors would appreciate course reviews from trusted
peers without the constraints of a set instrument; a situation that is more akin to what they
are used to in a traditional classroom. Participants in this study want to provide a quality
online experience as a result of their desire for acceptance.
In an attempt to adapt the content, and transition the students, and even
themselves to online courses, the instructors use online course design strategies to bridge
or overcome the differences between traditional (i.e., face-to-face) instruction and online
instruction. Instructors use technology to recreate what they know, and what others in
education expect. As phenomenological and other qualitative research has shown, very
specific experiences of online courses can be fruitfully compared to parallel experiential
moments in face-to-face classes (e.g., Dreyfus, 2009; Friesen, 2011) For the students, the
experience of either an online or face-to-face course typically starts when they with the
first class or day of classes. In a typical face-to-face class, students walk through a door,
enter a classroom full of seats with a central focal point (Figure 7). The need for
orientation and acclimation is typically minimal. Online, many instructors use templates
to help acclimate students quickly to an online classroom (by helping them navigate
through the course). A template can be seen as the equivalent to a classroom set up with
seats and a central point: it helps students understand what to do. In a typical face-to-face
classroom after the students enter, they likely wait for the instructor. Online, students are
often welcomed by a video from the instructor (and this can be compared to the arrival of
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the instructor). Also online, students are often instructed to introduce themselves to the
class to help re-create the classroom experience. Instructors try to design online courses
that are easy for the students to navigate intuitively through the use of templates. This
reduces student confusion, which lessens an instructor’s time commitment in answering
non-content related questions. For instructors who design their own online courses,
course design and teaching are closely linked. The online instructors prescribe what they
will teach and how it will be taught through the design of their online course. The
instructors consider online course design strategies to communicate content, while
reducing confusion and increasing interaction. In comparison, in a typical face-to-face
course, the instructor makes flexible plans that allow greater spontaneity.

Figure 7.

Typical traditional classroom format.

“Seeing” online is an element that was frequently mentioned when the instructors
compared online courses with face-to-face learning. The participants are accustomed to
seeing their students’ reaction to instruction with traditional courses. This is an important
part of the teaching process, in which “seeing” the students is helpful in establishing
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presence in the classroom and confirming understanding. In a search for “the whites of
students’ eyes,” instructors use advanced technologies (e.g., FaceTime, Skype) to “meet”
with students and bridge the distance. Technology both separates and unites the instructor
and students in online courses. Through course design strategies, instructors incorporate
elements (e.g., video conferences) to recapture the experience of a face-to-face
classroom.
Interaction between the students, the students and the instructor, and the students
and content is crucial to education and a regular occurrence in a traditional classroom
where students physically see one another and hand in assignments to the instructor.
When designing courses online, instructors create interaction by introducing discussion
boards, using group work, and multimedia recording software tools like VoiceThread.
Together, these tools work to encourage interaction. Online, instructors report spending a
great deal of time providing feedback to students, much more than in a traditional
classroom. Engaging in this task helps to acknowledge the instructors’ presence for
students and also helps instructors guide students in a personal way. The instructors are
mindful of the difference in social order, and endeavor to use course design strategies to
present instruction in an environment in which students play an active role in the process
(rather than passively listening to a lecture).
Desire for Acceptance
Instructors designing online courses desire acceptance from students, colleagues,
and other stakeholders. Acceptance is linked to respect and status (Triandis, Vassiliou, &
Thomanek, 1966). Instructors who design online courses are trying to obtain the respect
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and status that they are accustomed to from face-to-face courses. Instructors endeavor to
design courses that engage students in the content and with each other. They want to
make sure the students understand that online courses are not easier, but different. Often,
according to the instructors interviewed, online courses are harder and more time
consuming for students and instructors. While the instructors who design and teach
online courses have adapted their teaching activities to reflect the new medium, they
suggest that others need to realize and accept the benefits (e.g., authentic activity) and
side effects (e.g., greater time, technology support) that result from online courses.
The instructors desire acceptance for the strategies they are using in online
courses that they see as drawing the students into the content. Because online is different,
one can conclude that the instructors enjoy the creativity that technology affords them to
deepen the learning experience, beyond a typical lecture course format, to offer an
opportunity for students to engage in meaningful activities enriched by technology.
Transferability and Limitations of the Theory of Adaptation and Acceptance in
Online Course Design
One of the tenets of grounded theory is that the theory, which is built upon a basic
social process, is transferable to other areas (Glaser, 1992). The transferability of the
theory of adaptation and acceptance developed here can be illustrated by comparing the
world of online education to that of online dating. Instructors who design online courses
are similar to early entrants in the online dating business. Initially, people were wary of
meeting potential mates online (Slater, 2013). Online dating was considered impersonal,
different, and lacking in genuine interaction (much like online education). Naysayers
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assured participants online dating would never work. In a short time, however, online
dating has become socially acceptable and a societal change in how people meet (Slater,
2013). Online dating companies have been able to create an atmosphere of social
presence and online interaction for daters. Increased technology use has helped
consumers adjust to online dating; adapting to the online dating culture. This process
includes sharing personal details and photos online, as compared to meeting face-to-face
(also similar to online education). Online dating companies have been able to show
distinguishable advantages to online dating (e.g., the ability to find a “better” match
through algorithms) (Slater, 2013). Online dating has lost its stigma, and now nearly half
the U.S. population knows someone who met a spouse or partner online via online dating
or who uses online dating (Smith & Anderson, 2016). This acceptance was achieved
through market demand and by helping consumers (i.e., daters) take advantage of the
benefits of technology, and displaying the results of successful matches (through
advertising and word of mouth). Just as in online courses, there were many stakeholders
to win over (e.g., potential daters, parents, friends) but the tide has now turned to show
the benefits of this model of dating, and as a result, online dating has become an
acceptable method of meeting a mate (Ansari & Klinenberg, 2015).
This study shows that instructors involved in online course design and teaching
are interested in a similar acceptance. They see the benefits of having the ability to have
every student participate in a discussion. They acknowledge that students can take the
knowledge they are gaining and use it in the “real world” through authentic activities.
Accepting online education is a matter of acknowledging the differences and capitalizing

127
on the benefits of the different environment. It is not the same as traditional education,
but those who are accustomed to traditional education can adjust to the new media, as
witnessed by the participants in this study. The theory of adaptation and acceptance in
online course design suggests that instructors designing online courses adapt to the online
format, in search of acceptance of their teaching strategies in the new environment from
themselves, their colleagues, administrators, and students.
As with all research, there are limitations to this study. In Chapter Three it was
discussed that a grounded theory’s workability, relevance, fit and modifiability should be
enough to ensure the plausibility of the theory (Glaser, 1978, 1998; Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Workability means that the theory should work or function to explain participants’
main concern of the participants in the area of interest. The main area of interest for the
participants of the study was their adaptation to online environment as they seek
acceptance for online courses. I attempted to increase the workability of the theory
presented by fitting (almost) all of the evidence or concepts provided in the data into the
theoretical account to show the participant’s area of interest. However, a limitation might
be my ability as a researcher to achieve this goal.
Relevance indicates that the theory should be important to someone. The theory
presented explains the reasons and rationale for the design and delivery of online courses
by tenured and tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges and universities. This
theory is likely to be of interest to instructors involved in course design and
administrators who oversee these instructors. However, the instructors involved in course
design and administrators who oversee these instructors will need to judge the relevance
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of the study. The explanation of the findings may limit the relevance. Readers interested
in this topic are encouraged to contact me directly.
Fit and modifiability means that the theory can be changed to fit the data, and
modified based on changing data (Glaser, 1992). The theory fits the current set of
participants based on the data collected. This study may be limited in its fit and
modifiability should new or different data be collected. However, I attempted to limit
these issues by performing constant comparison of data throughout the data collection
and analysis process, and reaching theoretical saturation with my data collection.
Credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability are additional ways
to increase trustworthiness of grounded theory studies (Sikolia et al., 2013). This study’s
credibility (i.e., “how much the data collected accurately reflects the multiple realities of
the phenomenon” (Sikolia et al., 2013, p. 2)) may be limited as a result of using snowball
sampling to recruit participants. In the early part of the data collection, participants were
often linked by institution or area of interest. In response, I posted a recruitment flyer on
social media to expand the participant pool. The transferability may be questioned since
the instructors who volunteered to participate may represent a sample that views online
education, course design, and instruction in particular ways. They also represent a group
that designs courses without the assistance of instructional designers. While I endeavored
to include participants with a wide range of experience in online course design, from a
variety of disciplines and institutions (as discussed in Chapter Three), readers should be
aware of this potential limitation. The views of the interviewed instructors may or may
not represent the views of a larger group.
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Dependability refers to confirmation that the data “represents the changing
conditions of the phenomenon under study” (Sikolia et al., 2013, p. 3). This could be
verified through an independent auditor. An additional limitation of this study is the lack
of an independent auditor to review research procedures. Confirmability refers to the
ability for another researcher to confirm the results, when presented with the same data
(Sikolia et al., 2013). The lack of another researcher reviewing my notes represents a
limitation. However, all of the notes, memos, sorted categories, and drafts have been
retained, should another researcher wish to evaluate and confirm this study. A
conscientious attempt was made to follow procedures to ensure trustworthiness but more
experience or better guidance would have improved results.
The use of grounded theory as a research method relies upon the creativity of the
researcher, and her ability to be sensitive to drawing concepts from the data. In working
through the collection and coding process, I tried to focus on the tenets of grounded
theory, based on my understanding. Grounded theory is subjective, and my personal bias
formed a part of the study. I have been an online student, instructor, and course designer.
This knowledge and understanding helped generate categories (i.e., develop theoretical
sensitivity) but the process of constant comparison encouraged me to look at the
emerging phenomenon from many directions. These aspects must be considered for
future researchers wishing to verify the research. The findings of this study could be
verified using studies of a different design (e.g., an experiment or survey) (Glaser, 1992).
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Value of Research
This study offers insight into the reasons and rationale for the design process of
online courses by tenured and tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges and
universities. It illustrates how instructors adapt to the online environment, based on their
experiences as traditional face-to-face instructors. In addition, it indicates that instructors
are motivated to use online course design strategies to compensate for differences
between online courses and face-to-face instruction (e.g., navigation, “seeing” online).
This study provides information on online course design strategies tenured and
tenure-track instructors at public four-year colleges and universities use to design online
courses, an area of interest to many stakeholders. This study may help inform faculty
development practices and the future design of quality evaluation instruments used in
online course design.
By understanding how instructors design online courses, institutions may be able
to develop professional development activities tailored to the needs of new instructors,
and instructors new to online instruction. Professional development for online instructors
should highlight the importance of creating easy to navigate online courses.
Adding opportunities for instructors to “see the whites of students’ eyes” is also
important. Professional development for online instructors should also address the need
for authentic communication and assignments. Institutions may consider highlighting
changes that students may experience (e.g., difficulty with technology or navigation), as
well as address ways to deal with these issues. Professional development for online
instructors may also consider recommending time management strategies for online
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instructors. In addition, institutions may consider showcasing exemplary online courses
to help share best practices and highlight quality online courses.
New instructors may gain greater understanding of successful strategies used in
the online environment, as a result of the adaptation strategies used by participants in this
study. Instructional design strategies are generally understood in the context of systemsbased instructional design processes and models. However, this study shows that the
terms and categories used in these models—such as prototyping, design phases, or needs
assessments—are rather alien to the strategies and concerns of instructors tasked with the
design and delivery of online courses. Professional development can be focused on
helping instructors overcome the differences between the online and traditional
environment, emphasizing the critical areas revealed from this study (e.g., navigation,
“seeing” online, interaction, and social order).
In addition, institutions and instructional development personnel may consider
using the findings from this study to help instructors bridge traditional and online
instructional practices to develop better courses. There is an opportunity to take
advantage of the strategies instructors utilize in a traditional classroom, online, and vice
versa. This study draws attention to how instructors transfer traditional instructional
practices to online courses, which may be used to help new instructors be more
comfortable designing and instructing online courses. This study may draw further
attention of people not currently involved in online education to the unique advantages of
online education. The participants described their ability to use multimodal strategies and
rich media to creatively offer authentic assignments to students. They also described the
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ability to offer online courses that they felt were more socially and culturally responsive
than would be possible in a traditional course on campus (by providing authentic, active
assignments appropriate for each student). Online course design, as described by the
participants in this study, provides instructors freedom to innovate traditional strategies,
in a new environment, rich with possibilities.
Since some participants in this study indicated concern over current quality
evaluation instruments, and further research could investigate the effectiveness of other
methods of monitoring quality in online courses. This study also may provide a further
impetus for continued study of the time involved in online course design and the impact
of online course design and instruction to student evaluation and instructor promotion.
Compensation for online course design should also be reviewed.
The drive for acceptance of online courses as a viable option for quality learning
encourages instructors who design online courses to utilize strategies that resemble
elements of traditional courses. They respond in this manner as they acclimate to the
online environment, and also in response to what others (e.g., students, colleagues)
expect in a course. This research provides information to help administrators, LMS
executives, and instructors understand the reason for the design strategies used by
instructors, and potentially adjust their programs to help facilitate instructor development
and delivery of quality online courses.
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APPENDIX B
Online Course Design Study Recruitment Script
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On the Phone:
“Hello, my name is Sally Baldwin. I am a doctoral candidate at Boise State University. I
am conducting a research study about online course design for my dissertation. I am
calling to ask if you would be willing to let me interview you. It should take about 30
minutes to complete the interview.
If you would be interested in participating in this interview, we can set up a time now or
you can let me know when a good time would be to schedule it.”

If interested, the investigator will set up date and time and will provide subject with the
investigator’s contact information. “I have you scheduled for an interview on _____. If
you have questions, I can be reached at 707.688.6022 or sallybaldwin@u.boisestate.edu.
Thank you for your help.”

If not interested, investigator will end the call: “Thank you for your time.”
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Recruitment Flyer
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APPENDIX D
Interview Script and Questions
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“Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today.”
“The purpose of this interview is to learn more about the perceptions of instructors
designing online courses. The information gathered will be used to encourage quality
online course development by redirecting the conversation of instructional design to one
that is grounded in practice.”
“Your identity will be kept strictly confidential and your personal information will not be
shared with anyone. In addition, your name will not be used at any point in this research
project. Finally, none of your answers will ever be linked back to you in any way or
form.”
“The interview will last about thirty minutes. You may choose to ask me to stop the
interview at any time.”
“Do you have any questions for me before we begin?”
“What is your current position?”
“How many online courses have you designed?”
“How many online courses have you taught?”
“What type of learning management system do you use?”
“How many years have you taught overall?”
“How many years have you been creating online courses?”
“What subject(s) do you teach?”
“How long have you taught online?”
“Do you teach in person?”
“For how long?”
“Please rate your technology skills:
Novice
Intermediate
Advanced”
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“What is your age range?
22-29
30-39
40-49
50 and above”
“Based on your experience, what do you think about the design of online courses”
Additional questions that may be asked:
● Why did you start designing online courses?
● What training have you had to designing online courses?
● What course features do you consider to be important?
● What supports are provided by your institution for online course design?
● Do you take advantage of these supports? Why or why not?
● How do you perceive the effectiveness of these supports?
● Do you use a course evaluation rubric? If so, which one? Why that specific
rubric?
● What is the worst part about designing an online course?
● What is the best part about designing an online course?
“Do you have anything else you would like to add?”
“Thank you for your time.”
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